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Preface 


The following study is concerned with an area of the world that is 
widely regarded as being the centre of contemporary international 
conflict - that range of countries known as the ‘Arc of Crisis’ 
running from Afghanistan through Iran and the Arab Middle East 
down to the Horn of Africa. There are many definitions of exactly 
which area constitutes the ‘Arc’ - like the Bermuda Triangle, it has 
elastic geographic boundaries, and denotes as much an anxiety in 
the human mind as a delimited territory. Yet whatever boundaries 
are established it is evident that this range of countries has been the 
site of immense, and continuing, political upheaval since the mid 
1970s. If other areas, most notably Poland and El Salvador, have 
also become focuses of conflict, none has been marked by that 
combination of strategic importance, economic indispensability and 
local precariousness which is to be found in the Arc. 

For many observers and politicians in the West, the underlying 
cause of turmoil has been the policy of the Soviet Union. It is the 
connection between regional political developments and Soviet 
policy in the area which forms the central theme of this text. The 
Arc of Crisis includes Iran and Afghanistan, Ethiopia and South 
Yemen, all countries in which changes unwelcome to the United 
States have taken place in recent years. It includes the Persian Gulf, 
source of much of the West’s oil, and the eastern part of the Arab 
world, where the Arab-Israeli dispute continues to fester, with 
grave implications for regional and world peace. Is the central 
problem in this area that of Soviet policy? Are the Russians ‘behind’ 
events in the Arc? Does the Soviet rule legitimate the West’s new, 
more forward, stance in the region? These are some of the main 
questions addressed in the following study. 

In focusing upon the nature of Soviet policy, and in advancing a 
critique of it, I dissent from the view so widely held in the United 
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States and Western Europe that the changes in this area can be 
understood primarily in terms of an underlying Soviet advance. The 
thesis of a ‘Soviet threat’ has immense attraction as an explanatory 
mechanism; my own account cannot claim to have such an appeal. It 
may, however, bear some closer relationship to what has in fact 
occurred. 

Much of the conventional view of this region is founded upon 
baseless assertion and half-truth, and it is one of the purposes of the 
following study to identify and challenge such misleading assump¬ 
tions. The majority of the views criticized are taken from public 
discussion in the United States, not because Washington is alone in 
perpetrating such views, but because, within the Western alliance as 
a whole, it is the U.S. government and media that set the tone in 
much of the discussion of this region. With varying degrees of 
submissiveness, the governments and press of Western Europe 
follow the fashions of the United States and participate in the 
policies evolved to meet the jointly feared ‘Threat’. To get to the 
root of so many of the illusions upon which the Western European 
debate rests, it is therefore necessary to look at what is written and 
said in the United States. 

The events of the recent years in the Arc of Crisis cannot, by any 
stretch of the imagination, be regarded as mere past occurrences. 
There are two particularly forceful reasons for this. First, much of 
the policy of the present Republican administration is moulded by 
what its decision-makers assume to be the lessons of the late 1970s 
and specifically by what are presented as being the consequences of 
Soviet ‘expansion’ in South-west Asia. Secondly, the upheavals in 
this region are by no means over; the gales of revolution and 
counter-revolution have not spent themselves. Afghanistan remains 
in the grip of war. The monarchies of the Arabian peninsula remain 
fragile. There is no peace in the Horn of Africa. Most important of 
all, Iran remains in turmoil, with many pressures upon it from 
without and within: it is possible that it will go through a period of 
civil war at some point in the 1980s, and probable that it will again 
become a focus of international tension. Given the con tinuing 
importance of the Arc countries, examination of what has happened 
there is of continuing relevance. 
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This study rests upon two assumptions, both of which differ from 
the way in which the issue of Soviet policy in the Arc is conven¬ 
tionally viewed, in the East as well as in the West. The first is an 
empirical premise: that the sources of political change within these 
countries lie as much in factors operating within them as they do in 
the operations of external states, and frequently more so. The 
disproportionate focus by American commentators upon the role of 
Soviet policy, like that by Soviet commentators upon the activities 
of the United States, leads to tendentious analysis. Not only does 
this perspective misrepresent what has taken place in, say, Iran or 
Ethiopia; it also leads to a simplistic policy response on the part of a 
country which feels its strategic influence is threatened - a mistaken 
belief that a mere re-assertion of geopolitical will can redress the 
balance. 

The second premise is of a prescriptive, policy-oriented charac¬ 
ter. The dominant prescriptive approach of almost all Western 
writing on the subject of the Arc is concerned with its implications 
for European and American interests and about what ‘we’, i.e. the 
NATO countries, should do in response to the present crisis. It is 
this perspective which informs the manner in which a critique of 
Soviet policy is developed. My policy premise is of a different kind. 
It seeks to combine analysis of the ways in which events in the region 
affect East-West relations with evaluation of the manner in which 
the policies of major outside powers affect developments within the 
countries of the region. The two are obviously related at many levels 
- such matters as an international economic collapse following an 
interruption of oil supplies, let alone a Third World War, are not 
issues of indifference to the inhabitants of the Arc. Nevertheless, a 
definite shift of perspective is involved. I would advocate a situation 
in the Middle East in which local states enjoy the maximum realistic 
conditions for independence, internal democracy and economic 
development and in which they accept each other’s legi tima te 
interests. Yet in positing this goal, and in placing both Soviet and 
U.S. policy in a different perspective, I hope that some alternative 
policy orientations for Western states may emerge. Possible alterna¬ 
tive policies are explored in the final section of this work. 
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The research for this study was carried out under the auspices 
of the Transnational Institute (TNI) of the Institute for Policy 
Studies, of which I have been a Fellow since 1975. It is a response to 
the many stimulating discussions I have attended at the Institute 
centres in Washington and Amsterdam, and to the critical scrutiny 
to which my analysis has been subjected in these encounters. 
Sections of this study have already been published as an Institute 
paper and in the journal Race and Class , and the book draws upon 
other studies of the politics of the region which I have published 
elsewhere. 1 

As part of this TNI research I have been able to travel to a number 
of countries in the Arc and to assess, from their individual vantage 
points, the impact of Soviet policies. The countries I visited include 
South Yemen (1977), Ethiopia (1977, 1978), Iran (1979), Iraq 
(1980), and Afghanistan (1980). Additional research has also been 
conducted in Western Europe and India, and on several visits to 
Washington over the same period when it was possible to interview 
State Department officials and other observers of this region. 

I owe a particular word of thanks to the members of the Institute’s 
Militarism and Disarmament Project, without whose sustained 
encouragement this study would not have been completed. Special 
gratitude is due to Michael Klare and Deha Miller for editing the 
manuscript and preparing it for publication. My thanks are also due 
to all who read the manuscript in draft stage: to Bob Borosage, Steve 
Daggett, Saul Landau, and Marcus Raskin, of the Institute; to 
Makoto Itoh and Maxine Molyneux; and to my colleagues on New 
Left Review, Perry Anderson, Anthony Barnett, and Jon Halliday 
whose comments were, as always, both astute and substantive. 

London, May 1981 Fred Halliday 
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The Russians and the Middle East 


1 








I 


The Arc: Focus of the New Cold War 

Let’s not delude ourselves. The Soviet Union underlies all the unrest that is 
going on. If they weren’t engaged in this game of dominoes, there wouldn’t 
be any hot spots in the world. 1 

Ronald Reagan 


The. late 1970s witnessed a serious deterioration in the international 
climate, and particularly in the relations between the United States 
and the Soviet Union. Yet while this deterioration began under the 
Carter Administration, it found an especially clear reflection in the 
policies of the Reagan administration which came into office in 
January 1981. Such has been the decline in U.S.-Soviet relations 
that it is legitimate to refer to this period as a New Cold War. While 
no one can predict the duration of this New Cold War, or whether or 
not it will lead to a hot war, few can deny the seriousness of the crisis 
into which relations between the two major world powers have 
entered. 

The worsening international climate 

The term ‘Cold War’ can be justified by reference to four basic 
elements in American, and more generally Western, policy during 
this period. First, many exponents of U.S. foreign policy in the 
early and mid 1970s had stressed the need to move away from the 
all-commanding focus on East-West relations, and the possibility of 
doing so. Carter’s speech at Notre Dame in May 1977 was a classic 
statement of this view. Yet this axis is once again viewed as the 
centre of U.S. foreign policy and the prime international concern of 
U.S. administration. Secondly, there is in both official state¬ 
ments and in other academic and journalistic circles a new emphasis 
upon a ‘Soviet threat’ and upon the inherently aggressive and 
‘expansionist’ nature of the U.S.S.R. Much greater emphasis is now 
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placed upon such issues as Soviet support for ‘terrorism’ than had 
been evident in earlier years. Thirdly, there is, in the United States 
in particular, a new stress upon the importance of military power - 
on the need for an increase in military spending, and on the need to 
be prepared to use military means in response to challenges occur¬ 
ring elsewhere in the world. Fourthly, there is a new emphasis upon 
the need for greater political and moral unity within Western society 
as a whole - whether in the realm of family and social values, or 
within the confines of the Western alliance. The claim that there 
exists a mortal threat from without is linked to the call for a new 
rallying within. 

This belief that a New Cold War has begun is by no means 
confined to the Left. Writing in early 1980, in the aftermath of the 
Soviet intervention in Afghanistan, former U.S. Ambassador to 
Moscow George Kennan stated: ‘Never since World War II has 
there been so far-reaching a militarization of thought and discourse 
in the capital.’ 2 But if this militant mood had taken hold during 
Carter’s presidency, the four elements of the New Cold War were to 
find even more forceful expression in the policies and speeches of 
the new Republican administration that came to office in 1981. 
Taken together, they betoken a new phase in international relations 
comparable with the earlier Cold War of the late 1940s and early 
1950s. The present Cold War can be so termed because the crisis in 
international relations is as serious as that earlier one. Such terms as 
‘detente’, ‘disarmament’ and even ‘arms control’ sounded singular¬ 
ly out of place in the Washington of early 1981, where the emphasis 
was upon the need to confront, contain and even ‘punish’ the 
Russians. 

If one examines the themes of the New Cold War as compared 
with those of the earlier one, however, then an important difference 
does emerge. In the earlier cases as well as the present ones there is 
strong emphasis upon the military danger posed by the Soviet 
military threat, and it is now argued that the U.S.S.R. has to a 
considerable extent improved its military position vis-a-vis America 
(even if the precise nature of this improvement — whether parity or 
superiority - is in dispute). But this restatement of an earlier theme 
is accompanied by a significant geopolitical shift, one that highlights 
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the originality of this New Cold War. For the focus of the First Cold 
War was distinctly Europe, and, in the second instance, the Far 
East; while the focus of the Second Cold War is South-west Asia, 
and in particular the Persian Gulf. It is here that the West is now said 
to have its major strategic interests, and it is here that the full blast of 
the Soviet threat is alleged to be most evident. For some commenta¬ 
tors, the Persian Gulf is now the focus of U.S. strategic interests in 
the world. A Council of Foreign Relations study published in April 
1981 stated that the Gulf ‘presents the single most complex policy 
task for the United States in meeting Soviet expansionist pressure’. 
An article by Professor Robert Tucker of Johns Hopkins University 
strikes a similar note: ‘Almost as certainly as did Europe in the 
1940s, the Gulf provides the critical source of conflict between the 
United States and the Soviet Union.’ 3 This combination of real 
interests, particularly in oil, and alleged Soviet ‘misconduct’ in the 
region has produced this focus. Hence events in the South-west 
Asian region as a whole have been interpreted both as causing the 
new deterioration in international relations and as requiring a new 
Western response, particularly a military one. 

Assessment of the New Cold War must therefore involve ex¬ 
amination of two major themes: first, the nature of the overall 
military balance between East and West, and the manner in which 
perceptions of this in the West changed during the late 1970s; and 
second, the analysis of changes in South-west Asia during the same 
period, and the way in which the West has responded to these 
changes. .The first task lies beyond the scope of this study and has 
been ably carried out by specialists in the field. 4 Suffice it to say that 
sober analysis of the facts, and of the manner in which the debate has 
been conducted, suggests that a significant degree of distortion and 
exaggeration recurs: misleading comparisons of U.S. and Soviet 
capabilities are used to produce assessments that are far more 
alarming than is warranted by the facts. There is a constant use of 
ambiguity, so that the Soviet Union is made out to be more powerful 
and more successful than the evidence indicates. 

The theme of this study is complementary to those criticizing 
alarmist portrayals of the military balance. In both cases, in the 
military balance and the Arc, it is possible to identify Soviet policy 
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aims and practices and to chart certain Soviet advances. The new 
climate in the West is not a response to wholly imagined changes or 
to internal factors alone. But, under closer scrutiny, much of the 
assessment appears to be tendentious - based upon questionable 
assumptions, and sometimes on questionable facts; taking indi¬ 
vidual events out of their local and historical contexts; ignoring the 
limits on Soviet power and the setbacks encountered by Moscow. In 
sum, the positing of a ‘Soviet threat’ as an explanatory tool for 
understanding the events in the Arc during the late 1970s, or as a 
means of legitimating U.S. policy, cannot survive critical analysis. 
It is to a considerable extent an illusory picture produced, as is that 
of an unequal military balance, for reasons of intellectual simplifica¬ 
tion and, one suspects, considerable political convenience. 

It is not, however, sufficient to identify the illusory character of 
the image of a ‘Soviet threat’ in the Arc. Some alternative explana- 
tion for the current crisis in the region, and in international politics 
generally, has to be offered. If people have mistaken views, they 
inust still hold these views for a reason. There are several historical 
causes of die New Cold War: some he in changes in Soviet policy 
and capability, but others lie in factors within Western society and 
the Third World itself. Many of the problems to which the New 
Cold War is supposed to be a response have little to do with the 
Soviet Union, and nowhere is this more true than in the Arc of 
Crisis. Analysis of why this region has acquired such special interna¬ 
tional importance may therefore contribute not only to disentang¬ 
ling the complex changes taking place there, but also to identifying 
what the broader causes of the New Cold War have been. Soviet 
policy is one, but only one, of these causes. 

The ‘threat’ to the Persian Gulf 

The new emphasis upon the Arc, and the Persian Gulf in particular, 
is a reflection of at least six trends in international politics during the 
latter half of the 1970s. Their distinct characters are too often fused 
into one all-encompassing Soviet ‘threat’. None is specific to the 
Gulf but each has particular implications for that region. As a means 
of placing Soviet policy in some context, therefore, we will examine 


The Arc: Focus of the New Cold War 17 

each of these trends briefly before turning to a discussion of the 
uniquely Soviet contribution to developments in the Gulf. 

1. A ‘winning streak ’ of Third World revolutions. The latter half of the 
1970s witnessed a sustained and geographically diverse series of 
social upheavals in the Third World which, taken together, entailed 
a lessening of Western control in the developing areas. To be sure, 
the First Cold War was also concerned with the U.S. response to 
revolutionary change in the Third World, when the focus was in the 
Far East. One important ally was completely lost (China); two 
further areas were partly conceded, after bitter wars involving a 
large number of Western troops (Korea and French Indochina); 
guerrilla movements in other states were crushed (Philippines and 
Malaya). Elsewhere in the world C.I.A.-supported coups disposed 
of unwelcome governments (Syria, 1949; Iran, 1953; Guatemala, 
1954). At the end of the 1950s there was another round of Third 
World social upheavals which appeared to threaten the West. The 
crises in Algeria, Cuba and the Congo (now Zaire) were the high 
points, but the threats were in part contained: the Soviet withdrawal 
of its rockets from Cuba in October 1962 was the symbolic turning- 
point. From that time onwards the United States was able to operate 
with considerable freedom in the Third World. All guerrilla move¬ 
ments in Latin America were defeated, and the Allende government 
iti Chile was successfully eliminated in 1973 • In Africa there were no 
major reversals for the West after the early 1960s. The radicalization 
of the Arab world after Israel’s victory in June 1967 proved to be a 
short-lived affair; the main trend was in a conservative direction. 
The illusion of a ‘manageable’ Third World was created by over a 
decade of successful containment. 

From 1974 onwards, however, a series of revolutionary and 
national liberation movements came to power in the Third World, 
shaking that illusion with unexpected vigour. In Africa, the Ethio¬ 
pian revolution of 1974 was followed by a series of changes in the 
remaining embattled colonies attendant upon the revolution in 
Portugal: in Angola, Mozambique, and Guinea-Bissau (1975) and, 
as a consequence of the independence of Mozambique, in Zim¬ 
babwe (1980). The South-west Asian region was transformed by the 
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revolutions in Afghanistan (1978) and Iran (1979). In Central 
America there was a triumphant revolution in Nicaragua (1979), a 
left-wing coup in Grenada, and continuing unrest in El Salvador and 
Guatemala. The psychological impact of these changes served to 
draw attention to a defeat which had temporarily been repressed in 
the U.S. consciousness but which continued to exert its subliminal 
force - the loss of Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia (1975). Had the 
final defeat in Indochina been an isolated event it mig ht have 
remained repressed, unmourned and without future policy implica¬ 
tions; but the combination of upheavals elsewhere combined to 
produce what seemed to be an ominous ‘winning streak’ of Third 
World revolutions to which sooner or later the United States would 
be forced to respond. 

The Persian Gulf became a particularly apt place in which to 
respond to this wave of revolutions, for three interrelated reasons. 
First, it was geographically near some of the most important social 
upheavals of the period - in Ethiopia, Iran and Afghanistan. 
Ethiopia was the site of a large-scale and successful Cuban interven¬ 
tion, in support of the Ethiopian government. Iran was the site of 
the most humiliating individual incident in the whole process of 
Third World revolutions - the hostages affair. Aghanistan was the 
site of a large-scale Soviet military intervention. There was, there¬ 
fore, more than enough cause for this area to be considered particu¬ 
larly sensitive. But the lessons produced by these events combined 
with a second important factor, namely the fragility of the West’s 
remaining allies in that area, and particularly of the vital state of 
Saudi Arabia. All the West s allies round the Gulf were monarchies, 
ruling without the consent of their people and with enormous 
corruption and inequality of wealth. The events of Iran showed, 
moreover, that apparently secure regimes could be rapidly over¬ 
thrown once a popular movement started to grow. Hence the 
example of Iran created a particular stress upon Western strategy in 
the region where the structures of monarchical rule were rightly felt 
to be more frail than had previously been imagined. This frailty 
would of course, have been less important had it not been for the 
third reason, the special importance of the Gulf in U.S. global 
strategy. This is a factor to which we may now turn. 
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2 . The new strategic significance of the Persian Gulf The Gulf has for 
decades been a major concern of Western governments. The British 
government acquired vital interests in Iranian oil before the First 
World War, and the U.S. government declared Saudi Arabia to be a 
vital U.S. interest during the Second World War. Yet concern about 
Persian Gulf oil has risen greatly during the 1970s as a result of two 
developments. One is that the United States has become a signifi¬ 
cant importer of oil for the first time. The extent of this depend¬ 
ence should not be exaggerated: only 15 per cent of U.S. oil comes 
from the Gulf, compared with 60 per cent of Europe’s and 90 per 
cent of Japan’s. But the realization that, for the first time in its 
history, the United States has become significantly dependent on oil 
imports has been a cause of growing anxiety. The prosperity of the 
U.S. economy is, moreover, affected by the greater dependence of 
the other O.E.C.D. economies upon Gulf oil: a dramatic slump in 
their levels of production would inevitably affect U.S. output levels 
as well. The American oil companies who for decades have control¬ 
led the sale of Persian Gulf crude to Europe and Japan would also be 
direly affected. 

The second change has been in the growth of a more generalized 
sense in the advanced industrialized countries that they are depen¬ 
dent on the Third World for vital mineral resources: while there is 
considerable debate on how true this dependence really is, and how 
far it is a product of misinformed alarmism, no one can deny the 
importance of this new mood of raw material vulnerability. The 
result of both trends has been a psychological response far in excess 
of whatever real material reliance has arisen, and a consequent 
emphasis upon the strategic vulnerability of the United States. The 
Gulf ideally fits this picture. It produces the most vital of all these 
raw materials, oil, and it is a long way away. The oil routes run 
across thousands of miles: the emphasis has consequently been 
upon the dangers of an interruption in this supply. The emotive 
language of such strategic concern - with its vocabulary of ‘lifelines’ 
and ‘arteries’, ‘choke-points’ with ‘jugulars’ - evokes this alarmist 
perspective. 
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3. The challenge of OPE C , combined with the economic recession. The 
rise of the OPEC countries as a major force in international 
economic affairs dates from late 1973, when, after the outbreak of 
the fourth Arab-Israeli war, the Arab OPEC states increased their 
prices and imposed a temporary oil embargo. Significant price 
increases have followed, and have been seen in the West as a major 
cause of the recession of the latter half of the 1970s. The outstanding 
feature of this recession in comparison with previous ones has been 
that it combined a falling-off in industrial output with inflation. The 
latter phenomenon, which affects all sectors of society, has been 
widely blamed upon the actions of OPEC. This attribution of blame 
is far too simple, but, as with the ‘Soviet threat’, it has an immediate 
appeal. It reinforces a feeling at the popular level that ‘something 
should be done’ about the Arab oil producers, which is matched at 
the level of strategic planning by a consciousness of the new 
vulnerability which OPEC has brought about. Combined with 
resentment within the United States at the treatment of the hostages 
held in Iran until January 1981, it has been a significant factor in 
fostering a Cold War mood at the popular level. The cause of U.S. 
weakness at home - inflation produced by greedy oil states - is easily 
associated with a major source of humiliation abroad - the Iranian 
revolution and the activities of the OPEC bloc. 

4. The erosion of U.S. control over its major capitalist allies. While the 
United States remains by far the most powerful economic entity 
within the Western Alliance, its dominance has been gradually 
eroded. In 1950, U.S. GNP accounted for about 50 per cent of the 
world total; in 1980 the figure had sunk to 30 per cent and by 2000 it 
is expected to be 20 per cent. In 19785 GNP per capita in the United 
States, at $95770? was below that of Switzerland, Denmark, Sweden 
and West Germany. 5 This output change has been accompanied by 
other more visible signs of U.S. slippage: the emergence of a U.S. 
balance of payments deficit at the height of the Vietnam War; the 
decline of the dollar in relation to other currencies; and, in the late 
1 970s, the inroads into U. S. domestic markets of Japanese imports. 

In military terms, the United States has, if anything, lengthened its 
lead over its major capitalist allies. But it is this combination of a 


The Arc: Focus of the New Cold War 21 

sustained imbalance in military power with a closing of the civilian 
economic gap that has underlain the growing policy disunity in the 
Western Alliance. In the 1960s it was only Gaullist France which 
defied the United States; by the late 1970s Western Europe as a 
whole was reluctant to follow U.S. policies, as demonstrated in the 
European failure to back U.S. moves over Afghanistan and Iran. 
Outside Europe, both Japan and Canada harboured growing resist¬ 
ance to U.S. policies, which combined with reassertive nationalism 
in those two countries. 

While a considerable part of the U.S. response to this problem 
was directed at relations between Washington and the allies - wi thin 
NATO and in negotiations over trade with Japan - some was 
directed at the Gulf. For, in Washington’s view, a reassertion of the 
U.S. military presence in the Gulf would remind the Europeans and 
Japanese of just who it was who protected their interests in this 
critical area. At the same time, it served to head off whatever 
independent initiatives on the Arab-Israeli dispute these states 
might be seeking to undertake in the region. After all, the Middle 
East, and the Gulf in particular, has long been the site of conflict 
between the Europeans and the United States, both at the state-to- 
state level and in competition between the oil companies. In recent 
years there has been considerable friction in transatlantic relations 
as a result of initiatives taken by either Europe or the United States, 
which one or the other sees as undermining its influence: on 
occasion, Arab states have sought to take advantage of this, as in 
Saudi threats to buy French or German arms instead of U.S. 
equipment. The disagreements over Afghan and Iranian policies, 
coupled with the European initiative on Palestine in June 1980, 
brought this awareness to the surface. Focusing on the Gulf is 
therefore valuable in a number of respects: it hints at a U.S. control 
over the vital oil supplies; it indicates that Europe may no longer be 
the centre of U.S. strategic concern; and it warns against unruly 
European initiatives. When this is combined with the need for 
NATO to develop an extra-European capacity, the projection of 
U.S. military force into the Gulf becomes one important means of 
re-establishing a general discipline within the Western Allian ce 
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5. The quest for higher appropriations by the U.S. military. The 
U S. military machine was pressing for increased appropriations 
throughout the latter part of the 1970s, and, with the advent of the 
Reagan administration, appears to have won its campaign decis¬ 
ively- U.S. military expenditure is now scheduled to rise from $162 
billion in 1981 to $343 billion in 1986. A major component of the 
military expansion is in Third World intervention forces - these 
account for some 25 per cent of U.S. military expenditure, far more 
than the amount devoted to nuclear weapons. The defeat in Indo¬ 
china has obviously been one factor which, through a delayed 
psychological boomerang, has influenced thinking on this matter. 
So has increased Soviet military activity in the Third World - 
whether by assisting Cuban forces in Angola and Ethiopia, or by 
sending its own forces into Afghanistan. The emphasis upon Third 
World intervention and on desert combat became a major fashion in 
U.S. military circles by 1980. The Gulf is an ideal target for such 
interventions: the threat of an interruption to oil is taken seriously. 
The very refusal of local states to allow U.S. forces to be stationed 
there means that a far greater emphasis has to go into the technology 
of ‘rapid deployment’; the fact that such forces may be used not 
against the Russians but against Arabs and Persians is not, in the 
light of earlier considerations on OPEC and the hostages, a restrain¬ 
ing factor. For strategic planners the Gulf region has another 
unportant military attraction: it adjoins the Soviet Union. Emphasis 
in the Carter and Reagan administrations upon the need to ‘project’ 
U.S. force along this southern flank of the U.S.S.R. has been, in 
some sections of the administrations, as important as the specific 
need to protect oil. 6 

6. The increased power and strategic projection of the Soviet Union. 
Throughout the 1970s the Soviets have lost influence in the Middle 
East and have seen three of their closest allies - Egypt, Iraq and 
Somalia — turn to the West. But they have also gained influence in 
Ethiopia and Afghanistan, and have benefited, by default, from the 
U.S. defeat in Iran. The increased visibility of the U.S.S.R. has 
reflected a broader shift in international relations: the Soviet Union 
has attained rough parity in the military balance with the United 
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States, and thus has increasingly felt itself entitled to act as a major 
power in world affairs. It is this parity which has given the Soviet 
Union the confidence to aid allies in regions of the Third World that 
were previously beyond its reach. The build-up in strategic nuclear 
forces has been accompanied by the development, for the first time, 
of long-range Soviet air transport and naval forces which have been 
used in giving assistance to Soviet-backed states. Indeed there is a 
striking symmetry between the parity which the U.S.S.R. is now 
acquiring in military power and that in Third World infl uent 
There is also a symmetry in the U.S. response, which is to see the 
attainment of parity by the Russians as itself a challenge to detente. 
The previous conception of detente presupposed a U.S. superiority 
in both these domains: the trends of the latter half of the 1970s have 
weakened that superiority in Third World terms, and have largely 
ended it in strategic nuclear terms. While this change in Soviet 
capacity is, as already indicated, by no means the only reason for the 
New Cold War and the particular emphasis on the Gulf, it is 
nonetheless an important factor. It will be examined in greater detail 
in Chapter 2. 

The ‘threat’ posed to the Gulf cannot, therefore, be reduced to 
any single trend. It is rather a composite response reflecting a variety 
of causes and purposes. As is often the case in debates on strategy, 
the psychological component, based on anxiety and a foreshortened 
sense of geography, can weigh far more than an informed study 
might justify. Such strategic alarmism is common enough in discus¬ 
sions on the Third World. British and French obsession about the 
Suez Canal led to the disastrous attack on Egypt in 1956. The U.S. 
Congressional debate on the Panama Canal Treaty in 1978 betrayed 
a similar sense of vulnerability. Instead of acknowledging these 
psychological factors, public debate has tended to concentrate upon 
the simplest explanatory factor, the Soviet threat. By compressing 
geography, Soviet advances in Afghanistan or Ethiopia are seen as 
threatening the Gulf itself: such interpretations ignore the fact that 
the easiest way for Russia to hit at Western assets and communica¬ 
tions lines in the Gulf is by rocket and air strikes from bases within 
Soviet territory. The threat posed by OPEC to the Western 
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economies is further associated with the advantages gained by the 
U.S.S.R. The unrequited humiliations of Vietnam and the hostages 
affair find expression in a new preparedness for military interven¬ 
tion in the Third World. The very real loss of control in parts of the 
Third World, coupled with the sense of a need to reassert American 
power, has generated this new Gulf policy. It is out of these 
overlapping concerns that the ‘Soviet threat’ to the Gulf has been 
produced. 

The Arc comes into view 

The antecedents of current anxiety on the Gulf go back a long way. 
In the 1790s, Britain sent warships to dissuade the Sultan of Muscat 
from granting facilities to Napoleon who, from his expeditionary 
base in Egypt, was seen as threatening the sea route to India. In the 
latter part of the nineteenth century, the Middle East was the focus 
of intense rivalries between Britain and Germany, and between both 
the Russian czars: indeed Russophobia in that period centred on 
what was then called ‘The Eastern Question’. After the First World 
War, British policy in the Middle East was shaped by what was 
thought to be a Bolshevik threat coming over the Caucasus and the 
Hindu Kush; and it was in Iran, in 1946) that the first major 
confrontation of the First Cold War - concerning the presence of 
Soviet troops - occurred. From the mid 1950s onwards. Western 
anxiety centred on Soviet influence in Egypt and, more gener all y^ 
on the Soviet role in the Arab-Israeli dispute. 

Strategic concern about the Gulf began to grow in the early 1970s, 
as the British withdrew their main forces from the Gulf in 1971 and 
the OPEC states exerted their new-found power in 1973. In re¬ 
sponse to these developments there emerged some of the first 
Western counter-measures: the initial suggestions of a need for 
Western military intervention in the Gulf voiced in 1974, and the 
establishment of a common front of Western consumers in the face 
of OPEC, which led to the establishment of the International 
Energy Agency in 1976. 7 Although little attention was paid to it at 
the time, a decision was also taken in the early 1970s to build up the 
naval facilities on the British-owned island of Diego Garcia in the 
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Indian Ocean. And, consistent with the ‘Nixon doctrine’, great 
emphasis was laid on the need to build up regional forces capable of 
undertaking a security role. In the Gulf proper, Washington’s 
choice naturally fell upon the apparently secure ruler of Iran, 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. 

As the 1970s proceeded, it is possible to detect a steadily growing 
strategic concentration on the Gulf: U. S. anxiety about the old focus 
of Soviet influence, Egypt, declined as Cairo’s relations with Mos¬ 
cow worsened, while the winding down of the Indochina wars led to 
a gradual shift in Asian strategic perspective westwards that was 
already noticeable in 1973. 8 By the mid 1970s, Iran and Saudi Arabia 
had become the principal customers for U.S. arms, and the then 
Secretary of State Henry Kissinger was meeting regularly with the 
Shah to coordinate joint security measures in the Gulf area. 

The turning-point came in 1978, when U.S. policy-makers were 
faced with a range of new challenges: the Soviet and Cuban effort to 
assist Ethiopia in repulsing the Somali invasion became public 
knowledge in January 1978, and provoked grave anxiety in 
Washington; then followed the communist coup in Afghanistan in 
April; and by September the revolutionary movement in Iran had 
gathered full force. Before the end of the year Carter’s National 
Security Adviser Brzezinski had coined the phrase ‘Arc of Crisis’ to 
denote the range of countries in South and South-west Asia where 
the threat was posed. ‘An Arc of Crisis stretches along the shores of 
the Indian Ocean, with fragile social and political structures in a 
region of vital importance to us threatened with fragmentation. The 
resulting political chaos could well be filled by elements hostile to 
our values and sympathetic to our adversaries.’ 9 Brzezinski was 
further quoted as saying: ‘I’d have to be blind or Pollyanish not to 
recognize that there are dark clouds on the horizon.’ 10 The press 
joined in this debate with its own strategic geometry. The Eco¬ 
nomist talked of ‘the crumbling triangle’ bounded by Kabul in 
Afghanistan, Ankara in Turkey, and Addis Ababa in Ethiopia. Time 
magazine preferred ‘The Crescent of Crisis’ which, bulging north¬ 
westwards to include Egypt, Israel and Syria, was portrayed on its 
front cover being devoured by the Russian bear. 11 

In the course of 1978 the focus of world tension shifted uneasily 
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between the South-west Asian and African contexts. Africa was 
already prominent in alarmist views because of the crisis in Angola 
in 1975-6 and the two invasions of the Shaba province of Zaire from 
rebel bases in Angola in 1977-8. In both cases Cuban forces were 
said to be involved. Cuba certainly had sent forces to Angola, but, as 
Congressional hearings were to show, the dispatch of Cuban forces 
in November 1975 was to protect the government of the newly 
independent state against attacks in which both the C.I.A. and 
South Africa had already become deeply implicated. Cuban involve¬ 
ment in the Shaba affair, although greatly emphasized in the U.S. 
press at the time, turned out to be unsubstantiated. Nevertheless, 
presented through the prism of a decomposing Third World,' 
Angola and Shaba appeared to confirm the view that a revolutionary 
wave, impelled by Moscow, was sweeping through Asia and 
Africa. 12 

One of the most cogent statements of this strategic alarm came 
from former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger. In December 
1978, Mr Kissinger talked of what he called ‘the geographical de¬ 
cline from Vietnam through Angola, Ethiopia, South Yemen and 
fghanistan which had, he said, ‘demoralized friends and embol¬ 
dened enemies’. In testimony before the House of Representatives 
on the SALT-II Treaty, Kissinger talked about ‘an unprecedented 
Soviet assault on the international equilibrium’ and listed what he 
saw as the instances of this assault. ‘They are not, to be sure, all 
controlled by Moscow; but someone who has started a rockslide 
cannot avoid responsibility by claiming that the rock he threw was 
not the one that ultimately killed bystanders. These tactics, rein¬ 
forced by a Soviet military build-up threatening the strategic, 
theater and conventional balances, are incompatible with any notion 
of detente or coexistence. 513 

Whatever the situation at the end of 1978, it cannot be said to have 
unproved over the next two years. In January 1979, the Iranian 
revolution reached its climax: the Shah fled and Khomeini returned 
in triumph. A month later fighting broke out along the border 
between North and South Yemen and the Carter administration 
rushed military equipment worth $380 million to North Yemen, the 
country which was seen as the current front line against communist 
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‘expansionism’; the somewhat artificial nature of this crisis only 
emerged later (see Chapter 4). After a temporary lull, U.S.-Iranian 
relations reached a new low when the U.S. Embassy in Tehran was 
seized on 4 November 1979. A few days later, on 20 November, 
Islamic rebels seized the Holy Mosque in Mecca, thereby throwing 
the stability of Saudi Arabia into question. On 24 December, Soviet 
forces entered Afghanistan in large numbers. In the face of these 
developments, the incumbent administration produced what be¬ 
came known as the ‘Carter doctrine’. In his State of the Union 
message on 23 January 1980, the President stated: ‘Any attempt by 
any outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will be 
regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United States of 
America, and such an assault will be repelled by any means neces¬ 
sary, including military force.’ 

To implement the new doctrine, the administration brought 
forward plans for what was then termed the Rapid Deployment 
Force, and sought military bases in the-area. Yet many of Carter’s 
critics considered his response as being too weak and belated: he was 
blamed for the failures in Iran, Afghanistan and Ethiopia. He lost 
considerable support because of his inability to do anything about 
the detention of the U.S. hostages in Iran. These specific criticisms 
were combined with a more general feeling that the United States 
had lost ground in world affairs because of a decline of national 
‘will’. Many commentators concentrated specifically on the Gulf: 
Professor Tucker of Johns Hopkins stressed the need for a U.S. 
military presence in the Gulf area, while Dr John Kelly called for a 
Western counter-offensive against OPEC. 14 Others raked over the 
coals of U.S. defeats to discern alternative courses of action that 
would have prevented the triumph of America’s enemies. Carter 
and Brzezinski did indeed respond to this mood and in many in¬ 
stances laid the bases of what was to be the policy of their successors. 
But it was not sufficient. In 1981, a new administration came to 
power, bringing a commitment to shore up U.S. power in the Gulf 
and to combat what it described as persistent Soviet ‘expansionism’. 

Reagan did not initiate the new policy in the Gulf region: that was 
done by Carter. But the new Republican administration did build 
on Carter’s foundations and pursue far more overtly those initiatives 
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that had been brewing under the previous president. Secretary of 
State Haig was despatched to the Middle East to unite Washington’s 
allies, Israeli and Arab, around a new ‘strategic consensus’ directed 
against the ‘Soviet threat’. The fact that many Arab states saw the 
threats as coming first from Israel and secondly from the United 
States did not deter the new leaders in Washington. Then, in a piece 
of flag-waving, administration officials began to boast, far more 
openly than before, of U.S. aid to the Afghan rebels, and to suggest 
that the Libyan leader Colonel Qaddafi could well be removed from 
power altogether. In August 1981, U.S. planes shot down two 
Libyan jets in a show of strength. 

The assassination of Egyptian President Sadat in September 1981 
certainly unsettled U.S. plans for the region, but the administration 
and its allies tried to turn this incident to advantage: one of the 
guests attending the funeral in Cairo, Sudanese President Nimeiry, 
announced that his country was threatened by an invasion from 
Libyan forces stationed in Chad. A new ‘Soviet’ scare was under 
way, and this plea for help was used as an excuse for speeding up the 
delivery of U.S. equipment worth $100 million already promised to 
Nimeiry. Journalists who rushed in their hundreds to the Sudanese 
capital, Khartoum, to report on the Libyan threat soon discovered 
that Nimeiry had been exaggerating: he was more concerned to 
distract attention from the rising economic problems he faced and 
from conflict between the Muslim and other communities in his 
country. 

The world can expect more alarmism about the Arc from the 
Reagan administration. Ironically, the effect of the new U.S. poli¬ 
cies has, if anything, been to push local states further towards the 
Soviet Union. Reagan announced in October 1981 that he would not 
allow Saudi Arabia ‘to go the way’ of Iran, and a month later 5,000 
U.S. Marines were despatched for protracted exercises in Egypt, 
Oman and Somalia. 

Because the Gulf will continue to be a major focus of U.S. foreign 
policy and a likely pivot of U.S.-Soviet relations, it is essential that 
we examine the Arc countries closely, and try to determine what has 
actually occurred there. Chapter 2 discusses Soviet foreign policy in 
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general, in an attempt to provide a background to the particular 
initiatives taken by Moscow in the region. Chapters 3 and 4 consider 
two components of Soviet policy: the importance of the region to the 
U.S.S.R. on the one hand, and Soviet relations with the Arab world 
on the other. In Part II, we will examine the upheavals in the Arc of 
Crisis itself, and especially in the four countries conventionally 
signalled as being the sites of major Soviet advances: Iran, Afghanis¬ 
tan, South Yemen and Ethiopia. Chapters 5, 6 and 7 provide an 
alternative explanation of the turmoil in these states, and of what 
effect Soviet and U.S. policies have had there. Finally, the conclu¬ 
sion summarizes the main findings of the study with regard to Soviet 
policy, and suggests the basic elements of a more balanced Western 
approach. 

Before proceeding to these specific discussions, however, it may 
be appropriate to identify the key assumptions regarding Soviet 
policy in the Arc which permeate most Western thinking on the 
topic, and which underlie the Reagan administration’s strategic 
response. As we shall discover, many of these assumptions are of 
dubious foundation. (The bracketed references after each one 
indicate where the argument is developed in the subsequent text.) 
But because these themes recur with such frequency, it is useful first 
to examine them here. 

Seven questionable assumptions 

I. Soviet instigation. Many analysts argue that the Soviet Union was 
in some way responsible for initiating the changes that have been 
taking place in the Arc. A ‘hard’ version of this text is Reagan’s 
claim that the Soviet Union ‘underlies all the unrest that is going 
on’. Mr Kissinger’s version is a ‘soft’ one, allowing that the Russians 
have not ‘controlled’ all the events in the region; but this is only a 
feint, since he still asserts that the Russians ‘started’ the rockslide of 
revolutions, and that they have been engaged in an ‘assault’ - a 
deliberate, continuous act. Closer examination will show, however, 
that not one of the major upheavals alluded to in the Arc discussion 
was instigated by the Russians (Chapter 5). 
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2. Soviet benefit. Even if the U. S. S .R. did not initiate these changes, 
it can be argued that the Russians have benefited from them, and 
have, wherever possible, taken advantage of them. Senator Henry 
Jackson has compared Soviet policy with that of a thief in a hotel, 
walking along the corridors trying every bedroom door to see if one 
is open. Much discussion focuses on Soviet ‘risk-taking’ in pursuit 
of such openings. There is some validity to the argument that the 
Russians have gained advantage from change in the Arc: Ethiopia 
and Afghanistan are cases in point. But when the final balance sheet 
is drawn up we will discover that the Russians haven’t gained all that 
much ground, since they have in the same period suffered man y 
reverses of which the West has taken advantage. Indeed, both major 
world powers normally seek to take advantage of changes within 
specific Third World countries (Chapter 4). 

3. Soviet misconduct. From 1978 onwards, U.S. officials have stress¬ 
ed that the U.S.S.R. has ‘violated’ the rules of detente and that 
such misbehaviour will result in a U.S. policy of‘linkage’, whereby 
Soviet policy in one area of the world will be judged as helpful or 
unhelpful for East-West negotiation as a whole. As we shall dis¬ 
cover,'this is a dubious approach. To begin with, the Soviet Union 
has on some occasions exercised restraint in situations in which it 
could have pressed its advantage. Moreover, Moscow has sometimes 
offered to negotiate with Washington on issues of mutual concern. 
The United States often refused such negotiations; whether for 
good or bad reasons is not the question here. Finally, those practices 
which are said to constitute Soviet ‘misconduct’ can, in a historical 
perspective, be seen as repeating forms of practice which the West 
has allowed itself for a very long time. As in the military balance, so 
in Third World policy: the charge of Soviet ‘advantage’ or ‘miscon¬ 
duct’ appears to rest not upon a breach of mutually accepted rules 
but rather upon an underlying reluctance to grant the U.S.S.R. 
parity as a major world power (Chapter 6). 15 

4. Soviet responsibility for ending detente. Many Western commenta¬ 
tors claim that the Russian intervention in Ethiopia or Iran or 
Afghanistan destroyed detente. Brzezinski has stated that detente 
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‘lies buried in the sands of Ogaden’ - the region of Ethiopia where 
the fighting took place early in 1978; 16 Senator Charles Percy sought, 
in February 1979, to link SALT-II to what he claimed was Soviet 
responsibility for the ‘chaos’ in Iran. 17 Yet the briefest retrospective 
will show that Soviet-U.S. relations began to deteriorate much 
earlier than is now supposed. The ‘New Right’ activists who 
brought Reagan to power in 1980 had been campaigning since 1974 
a gains t what was seen as the liberal East Coast sell-out to commun¬ 
ism perpetrated by Nixon and Ford. Although delayed by the 
Watergate crisis and by the ambiguities of Carter, this cascade of 
militarist and chauvinist sentiment had already begun to engulf 
American politics by the middle of the decade. The officials now 
advising the Reagan administration were calling for a tougher line 
against the Soviet Union from the mid 1970s onwards. It was then 
that the Committee on the Present Danger, Team B, and other more 
hawkish forces began to make their appearance. The SALT-II 
Treaty was in trouble long before Afghanistan became an issue in 
East-West relations. Few can doubt that the Soviet intervention 
there worsened the international climate, but it is relevant to 
remember how far it had already deteriorated before that time. 18 


t The Soviet thirst for oil. The Soviet ‘energy crisis’ is believed to 


H' offer a plausible rationale for recent foreign policy conduct, and in 
i particular for a Soviet interest in the Gulf. This is commonly cited in 
H Western discussions, and has been picked up by some of the more 
: conservative Arab states. Yet there is no reason to conclude that this 
has an influence upon Soviet policy in the region. As we shall see, 
'f the Russians do not need large quantities of Gulf oil; they know, 
1 ; moreover, that any attempt to seize the Gulf could trigger a third 
|f world war (Chapter 3). 


P 6. ‘ Surrogates’ and ‘proxies’ of Soviet policy. It is the stock-in-trade of 
?* much analysis that the U.S.S.R. is able to control the policies of its 
f allies in the region, and that they act at the behest of Moscow in all 
major matters. Just as Cuba and Vietnam are seen as ‘surrogates’ in 
their actions, so Libya, South Yemen and the P.L.O. are seen as 
Ik Soviet clients in the Middle East. However, it should be evident 
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from the record of Middle East politics that the Soviet Union does 
not truly control the policies of the countries allied with it: if it did, it 
would not have been thrown out of Egypt, or forced to send its 
forces into Afghanistan. The United States has had enough prob¬ 
lems with its allies; we will find that Moscow is no better placed to 
determine what its associates in the region may do. 

7. An alternative U.S. policy. Many critics of the Carter administra¬ 
tion have argued that Washington could have pursued different, 
more hard-line policies in the Gulf area. All that was needed to 
protect U.S. interests, they assert, was an exertion of ‘will’. 
Podhoretz’s The Present Danger is a good example of this reasoning, 
yet it is a curiously vacuous analysis, devoid of substantive argu¬ 
ment or examination of the events it bewails. There is no recognition 
of either the real and increasing limits on U.S. power, or of the local 
conditions in the world outside upon which U.S. effectiveness is 
dependent. Podhoretz’s call for a return to the con tainm ent policy 
of the late 1940s is an ahistorical pipe-dream. Attempts to rewrite 
history in the right-wing revisionist vein on Iran and OPEC are 
similarly idealist. 19 It is noticeable that those who berated Carter on 
Afghanistan, the hostages and Ethiopia fought shy of stating expli¬ 
citly what they would actually have done. Both the Americans and 
the Russians have experienced the limits of power in the Third 
World. Hard-line second-guessing may be convenient for discredit¬ 
ing incumbent presidents; it is no guide to analysing recent history, 
or to laying the basis for future policy. (See the Conclusion for a 
more realistic approach.) 

Enough has been said to indicate that there is much to question in 
the prevailing assumptions on the Arc of Crisis. Yet real and 
important changes have been taking place in the region over the past 
few years, and there have been significant changes in Soviet foreign 
policy as well. The chapters that follow are devoted to the attempt to 
provide a credible and comprehensive explanation of these pro¬ 
cesses. 


Soviet Foreign Policies - Old and New 


Any discussion of Soviet policy in the Middle East has to consider 
more general issues of Moscow’s role in world affairs, and to relate 
the two. 1 This forms the subject of the present chapter. Most 
analysis of Soviet policy in this particular region tends to assume 
certain global premises and to use the Middle East as an illustration 
of them. Thus, for many critics in the West, Soviet policy is 
assumed to be expansionist and aggressive, and cases are adduced 
from the Arab world or Afghanistan to prove this. Often, Soviet 
actions are explained by reference to a supposed blueprint for world 
domination, although the Soviets present themselves as peace- 
loving, respectful of the principles of non-interference, and eager to 
assist progressive forces. For the Chinese, the Soviet Union behaves 
as a ‘hegemonic’ or imperialist power. In all these cases, individual 
incidents of Soviet policy in the region may be used to reinforce a 
particular view of Soviet conduct, but they are rarely used to correct 


This deductive approach therefore prejudges the evidence of 
what the Russians have actually done in these countries, and it 
leaves open the question of how far Soviet policy is one that can be 
seen as inimical to the West. Soviet policy is not wholly disin¬ 
terested, nor is it abstentionist: where opportunities for advancing 
Soviet interests arise, these may be taken. But this does not mean 
that the Soviet Union acts according to some long-term blueprint, 
let alone that events in any particular area should develop along the 
lines of such a blueprint. There is no Central Threat Office in the 
Kremlin, no body directing and coordinating an attack on the West 
resulting in the political upheavals and political conflicts of recent 
years. Terms such as ‘targets’ of Soviet policy, ‘assault’ on interna¬ 
tional order, or ‘encirclement’ of the Gulf present a misleading and 
schematic view of what Russian policy is about. Yet there are certain 
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ways in which Soviet policy is competitive with that of the West and 
will remain so, within the limits of whatever global agreements on 
detente may be achieved. There are also ways in which Soviet policy 
is changing, as we shall learn later in this chapter. Let us begin, 
however, with a general discussion of Soviet foreign policy. 

The general aims of Soviet policy 

If one seeks a general view of Soviet policy, a good way to start is by 
looking at the Soviet Constitution. This is a significant source, not 
because states always do what their constitutions or dain -the Soviet 
one allows for the free secession of constituent republics and other 
democratic rights which no one can seriously claim are ever im¬ 
plemented or respected - but because the Soviet Constitution lays 
down general guidelines for Soviet foreign policy. It also enables us 
to identify two key aspects of that policy: the variety of goals, and the 
hierarchy of these goals. Thus Article 28 of the 1977 Soviet Constitu¬ 
tion reads: 

The U. S. S. R. steadfastly pursues a Leninist policy of peace and stands for 
strengthening of the security of nations and broad international cooperation. 
The foreign policy of the U.S.S.R. is aimed at ensuring internatio nal 
conditions favourable for building communism in the U.S.S.R., safeguard¬ 
ing the state interests of the Soviet Union, consolidating the positions of 
world socialism, supporting the struggle of peoples for national liberation 
and social progress, preventing wars of aggression, achieving universal and 
complete disarmament, and consistently implementing the principle of the 
peaceful co-existence of states with different social systems. In the U.S.S.R. 
war propaganda is banned. 2 

What emerges from this is that there is a clear Soviet commitment 
to consolidating their own social system and to assisting those 
elsewhere in the world who are seeking to build similar societies. 
But this aim is offset by other goals - preserving the security of the 
U.S.S.R., and seeking a reduction in tension and arms rivalry 
between itself and the West. The Soviet Union considers itself to be 
a major power in the world and to be entitled to pursue policies 
consonant with that importance. It is not, however, going to 
prejudice world peace or negotiation with the West in a reckless 
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I manner. It is within the limits imposed by these two sets of 
?' commitments that the Russians pursue their foreign policy, and it is 
$ within the same limits that the West can seek to reach a measure of 

agreement with the U.S.S.R. on matters of vital interest. A degree 
of competition will, however, necessarily remain, as the goals of the 
Constitution make clear. 

|* The dimensions of this competition with the West can be spelled 
f out in the following terms: 

'■jl 

j (1) The Soviet Union sees itself as part of a world system that is in 

w competition with the capitalist world system and which will, sooner 
| or later, prevail over it. This is a general philosophical concern. It is 
on a par with the American commitment to the survival and 
li extension of the ‘free world’. If President Reagan feels entitled to 
4 predict the end of communism as ‘a sad bizarre chapter in human 
‘ history whose last pages are even now being written’, President 
, , Brezhnev clearly feels himself entitled to similar reflections about 

II the capitalist world. 

|| (2) The Soviet Union is ideologically committed to supporting 

% what it sees as progressive forces in the world. This is not an aim that 
v it can pursue in the face of objective constraints, or would choose to 
| do at the risk of provoking war. Indeed, Soviet governments have 
more often than is usually remembered failed to live up to this goal: 
f Stalin’s abandonment of the Greek communists and Brezhnev’s 
^ trifling support for the Popular Unity government in Chile are cases 
I in point. On the other hand, this principle is sometimes used to 
; v justify support for regimes that are not revolutionary - that are 
either straightforwardly reactionary (Idi Amin of Uganda, Jorge 
Videla of Argentina) or which, while exhibiting some progressive 
characteristics, are not as far to the left as the Russians for a time 
maintain (Sukarno’s Indonesia, Nasser’s Egypt). It is therefore less 
' : of an outright revolutionary commitment than the Russians or their 
’ right-wing critics claim. 

(3) The Soviet Union is concerned to develop state-to-state rela¬ 
tions with as wide a range of countries as possible, irrespective of 
jl their political structures. In a world where revolution is not a 
r simultaneous process, traditional diplomacy remains an important 
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part of international activity, designed to advance the interests of 
the Soviet Union as a state. 

(4) The Soviet Union aims to have a global military capability. It 
has been building a naval fleet capable of sailing in all the main 
waters of the world, and it has developed a long-range air capability 
- as demonstrated by the 1977 airlift to Ethiopia. Its global capabil¬ 
ity is still smaller than that of the United States, and its network of 
overseas facilities (with the exception of those in Eastern Europe) is, 
in comparison with that of America, diminutive. 3 But the aim of 
strategic parity in all spheres is a constant. 

These general considerations apply to the U.S.S.R.’s world 
posture, as well as to its policy in any particular area. As indicated, 
they imply that the Soviet foreign policy outlook is not a passive one. 
But there are other considerations that limit any Soviet initiative. 
The Russians retain a strong interest in security. Moscow has an 
ideological reason for this concern: the belief that the capitalist 
world would like to weaken and, if possible, destroy the Soviet 
system. This is not just an abstract theoretical tenet: the Bolsheviks 
were attacked by a dozen foreign countries in 1918-20, and the 
U.S.S.R. just survived the Second World War - incurring the loss 
of at least twenty million lives in the process. The Russians feel that, 
since then, they have been encircled by American bases and treaty 
organizations. In Europe this Soviet concern for security is guaran¬ 
teed by the cordon sanitaire of Warsaw Pact countries. In the Middle 
East it has been expressed in Soviet willingness to reach accom¬ 
modations with any stable government that will do business with it, 
whether it be socialist in orientation or a conservative monarchy - as 
in Iran up to 1979 under the Shah, or Afghanistan up to 1973 under 
King Zahir. Moscow also seeks to develop trading and military links 
with these countries, again irrespective of their political hue. Its 
largest trading partner in the Middle East was, until his fall in 1979, 
the Shah of Iran. These links not only increase Soviet influence, 
but also enable it to gain some benefit from foreign trade in strictly 
economic terms. 

A second, related, concern is the stability of the region. The 
Russians know that instability often affects them negatively. It 
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. provides opportunities for anti-communist forces to gain advantage, 
and for Western states to promote their strategic interests. Instabil¬ 
ity also exposes them to the difficult choice of whether to intervene 
or not. Failure to do so involves loss of prestige and a gain for their 
enemies; intervention has risks in the country concerned, and in the 
wider context of Soviet-American relations. Provided there is 
stability the Russians are quite prepared to collaborate with the least 
revolutionary of regimes. But, once that stability goes, they will try 
to preserve or advance their interests in the more fluid situation that 
results. 

A third major constraint upon Soviet policy is the limited level of 
resources which it can deploy in pursuit of its foreign objectives. 
This level has certainly increased in recent years; such an expansion 
in military capacity, rather than any change in Soviet strategy, has 
made possible the military aid given to such states as Angola, 
Vietnam and Ethiopia. But the Russians are still constrained in what 
they can supply, particularly in the economic field. They are short of 
foreign exchange. They are deficient in modern technology. They 
certainly cannot provide on a regular basis one of the major require¬ 
ments of countries in the arid Middle East - food. Even what they 
have provided has been the subject of considerable criticism in the 
recipient countries because of its poor technical quality. And they 
face a problem, vague but nonetheless forceful, with their own 
people. The Soviet populace, on available evidence, resents the level 
of assistance given to foreign countries and blames this assistance for 
consumer shortages at home. In the past such resentment focused 
on Soviet aid to China and Cuba, and later on assistance to Egypt. It 
was ironic that because of popular resentment the press had to play 
down the Soviet role in the highly successful airlift of emergency 
food to avert the Cambodian famine of 1979-80. 4 

Finally, and encompassing all the above reasons, the Russians 
want to achieve a permanent working relationship with the West: to 
avert war, to manage crisis situations, and to derive maximum 
support for their own economic development programmes. The 
Russians are not going to abandon the political bases of their system: 
neither the monolithic system of one-party rule internally, nor the 
general rivalry with capitalism internationally. But they are aware of 
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their own economic limitations, and within these given political 
limits have shown themselves more than willing to negotiate and 
fulfil agreements of a comprehensive character, such as SALT and 
nuclear test ban treaties. While they will certainly take initiatives 
where no agreements exist, the Russians have not shown interest in 
prejudicing these general agreements on arms control for regional 
advantage. They have, indeed, tried to extend them with further 
agreements on particular regions such as the Gulf and the Indian 
Ocean - initiatives that the West has rejected. Moreover, the pattern 
of their conduct in the Middle East has often showed restr ain t., both 
in their own actions and in their influence on those of their allies - 
even when, by holding back the Arabs vis-a-vis Israel or the Ethio¬ 
pians vis-a-vis the Somalis, they have incurred the displeasure of 
these allies in so doing. 

These central concerns of Russian policy mean that the U.S.S.R. 
has interests in the Middle East, and will act to defend them. But the 
existence of such interests does not substantiate the alarmist case. 
The argument that there has always been an expansionist drive or a 
recent radical shift in Soviet policy is without foundation: as already 
suggested, it was not the Russians who overthrew the Emperor of 
Ethiopia or the Shah of Iran. The development of conflict within 
these countries was wholly a result of endogenous developments. 

Indeed, these developments have usually worried Moscow as 
much as they have worried Washington. The Russian perception of 
the Middle East in the post-war era has been a continuously 
disappointing and alarming one. Their attempts to find permanent 
allies amongst nationalist regimes there have almost all failed: their 
more recent allies are either insignificant (South Yemen), or preca¬ 
rious and costly (Afghanistan, Ethiopia). They feel that their junior 
allies in the Arab world have been unreliable, and have often 
engaged in adventurist policies which have prejudiced Soviet secur¬ 
ity. While the rise of such regimes has provided them with some 
temporary openings, as has the revolution in Iran, they see that 
relations with these governments can also be risky. This is so both in 
terms of East-West relations as a whole and in terms of the con¬ 
sequences which such regimes may have for local communist 
parties. 
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W The alarm which the Russians have felt about the Middle East is, 
f however, largely related to the fact that the uncertain politics of the 
. region offer openings for the West to consolidate itself strategically 
in the area. The events of 1980 provided a good example of this: 
both the Iranian seizure of U.S. hostages, and the Iran-Iraq war 
provided the United States with the opportunity to increase its 
militar y presence in the area. The U.S. Navy increased its forces in 
\ the waters around the Gulf, while the Air Force sent reconnaissance 
planes to reassure Saudi Arabia. This link between the political 
turmoil of the region and the strategic projection of the West has 
;» taken an added twist in recent years because of technical advances in 
missile launching. In the late 1940s and 1950s, the Soviet fear 
focused on the West’s use of air and land bases in the Middle East for 
4 actions against the U.S.S.R. in the event of a world war. Now U.S. 
i submarines deployed in the Indian Ocean can launch missiles 
i directly against the U.S.S.R., a development which has opened a 
< totally new flank of vulnerability for Soviet strategic planners. 

Soviet policy in the 1970s: new dimensions 

| So far, Soviet policy has been treated in a relatively constant fashion 
as reflecting stable and persistent concerns of geography and politic¬ 
al strategy. There is indeed a great element of stability in such Soviet 
thinking. The lessons of history are carefully studied in the Krem- 
lin; the very personal continuity of the Brezhnev era, spanning 
® nearly twenty years, confirms this. Yet, within the ambit of these 
general policy lines, it is possible to discern a number of shifts in the 
1970s, which both affect and are affected by developments in the 
Arc of Crisis. 

7. Increased military capacity. Since the early 1960s, the Soviet 
Union has been steadily closing the gap in the military balance 
between itself and the West, so that by the late 1970s a condition of 
rough parity prevailed. This is an important source of confidence to 
the Soviet Union - and a corresponding source of alarm to the West. 
Such a process, reflecting decisions taken in the early 1960s, would 
inevitably have occurred sooner or later,.given the growing econo- 
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mic and scientific power of the U.S.S.R. But the pursuit of parity 
may well have received additional impetus from what were per¬ 
ceived as major foreign policy defeats in that period - precisely those 
turning-points which opened the era, spanning 1962 to 1974, of 
apparent U.S. domination in the Third World. Three such defeats 
are worth fisting: the break with China, which opened a vast new area 
of uncertainty on the Eastern frontiers; the forced withdrawal of the 
missiles from Cuba in October 1962; and the inability to aid the 
revolutionary forces in the Congo. These setbacks cer tainl y contri¬ 
buted to the fall of Khrushchev. They must also have strengthened 
the determination of Soviet military and political leaders to be able, 
in the future, to retain those advantages in the Third World which 
were under threat. As a result, the Russians were in a far better 
position by the mid 1970s, and thus could take initiatives that they 
were technically and politically unable to take in the early 1960s. By 
their aid to Vietnam, they had already shown that they were 
prepared and able to empower a revolutionary movement in the 
Third World to confront the United States over a long period. They 
also showed, in Egypt in the late 1960s, that they were willing to 
send thousands of Soviet servicemen to help defend a Third World 
country. The aid of Angola and Ethiopia, and the firm commitment 
to Afghanistan in the late 1970s, followed. 

2. Greater caution on Third World nationalism. Despite their in¬ 
creased ability to provide military support for revolutionary regimes 
in the Third World, the Russians have been faced with many 
setbacks as a result of the internal political development of these 
states. The classic case was Egypt where, after years of Soviet 
support and investment, the Sadat leadership expelled the Russians 
in the mid 1970s. Similar cases have occurred in Somalia and Iraq, 
and there have been numerous instances of left nationalist pro- 
Soviet regimes being overthrown (Ghana, Indonesia, Mali, etc.). 
Either the internal evolution of these regimes, or their vulnerability 
to coups, can lead to Soviet reversals. As a result there has been an 
apparent shift in Soviet attitudes to the Third World, away from the 
advocacy of the ‘non-capitalist road’, the model of radical national¬ 
ism and state domination of the economy which was expected to lead 
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towards socialism. As one expert, Professor Jerry Hough, has 
written: 

Some Soviet scholars argue that in most Third World countries there are 
powerful forces working against continued socialistic development over the 
medium term. . . officials in the governmental sector have an opportunity to 
accumulate funds through bribery and other forms of corruption and to 
funnel them into the private sector, perhaps through relatives. Soon, the 
Soviet scholars fear, the officials stop supporting socialism and begin to form 
a capitalist class, with all its characteristic attitudes. 5 

Such reflections mark a more cautious trend in Soviet thinking, 
which will have important consequences for the Middle East. 

3. Consolidation of the communist states. The shift away from reliance 
on left-wing nationalism has been complemented by a greater 
determination to build up the bloc of countries that are seen as being 
ruled by pro-Soviet parties. One important factor behind this has 
been the failure of the ‘non-capitalist road’ as a means of achieving 
permanent alliances in the Third World. Another has been the 
threat posed by China, and the need felt by Moscow to maintain the 
loyalty of Third World communist states in the face of appeals from 
Peking. For states of this kind, full Soviet military support can be 
expected, and it is this which Cuba, Vietnam and South Yemen have 
enjoyed. It is also this factor which may go a long way to explaining 
the Soviet commitment to Afghanistan: the government in Kabul, 
despite its claims to the contrary, was that of an orthodox pro-Soviet 
communist party from April 1978 onwards, and was treated as such 
in the protocol-conscious Soviet press. Such aid was on a quite 
different level from that given to Nasserite Egypt or Baathist Iraq. 
The ability to honour such commitments was obviously enhanced 
by the first of three changes already mentioned: the increased 
military power of the Soviet Union. Indeed, too much attention is 
paid in the West to the individual personalities of the top Politburo 
members; too little to the diffuse shifts in generational attitude 
consequent on the attainment by the U.S.S.R. of its new strategic 
strength. It is this latter factor, rather than the outcome of a fac¬ 
tional or personal dispute, which marks present and future Soviet 
leaders off from their more cautious or adventurist predecessors. 
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Their ability and determination to defend the fully qualified mem¬ 
bers of their system is central to their present world view. 

These, therefore, are the general contours of contemporary 
Soviet foreign policy. Some have been permanent features of Soviet 
practice for decades, but others reflect the changes of the 1970s, 
particularly an increased strategic capacity and a less sanguine view 
of Third World nationalist governments. While these contours 
delineate Soviet policy throughout the Third World, they are 
especially visible in the Middle East. This is the region nearest the 
Soviet Union, the one that has offered some of the greatest opportu¬ 
nities, and also the one that has given the Russians the greatest 
headaches. 



1‘The Uncontrollable Centre’ 


In Chapter 2, we discussed the general lines of Soviet foreign policy, 
its evolution in the 1970s, and the overall Soviet ‘perception’ of the 
Middle East region. The countries to the South of the U.S.S.R. 
constitute, as we have seen, a special concern because of the political 
risks involved', and their geographical location. The purpose of this 
chapter is to explore this ‘perception’ in more detail, by considering 
how the U.S.S.R.’s leaders-peering southwards from the Kremlin 
- view what can be called ‘the uncontrollable centre’. 

Strategic importance: frontiers, aid, volatility 

The Middle East, seen as that area stretching from Turkey to 
Afghanistan and including the whole of the Arab world, occupies a 
particular place in the Soviet view of the world for three reasons. 


I. Frontiers. The Middle East borders the Soviet Union, and is 
indeed the only place, apart from the Russian-Finnish and Rus- 
sian-Norwegian borders, where the U.S.S.R. adjoins the non¬ 
communist world. It is also the only place, other than the U.S.- 
Mexican border, where the industrialized and developing worlds 
meet directly. Viewed from the Kremlin, the U.S.S.R. has a belt of 
| Warsaw Pact allies on the west, and China - hostile but under a 
considerable degree of central control - on the east. In between lies a 
. central belt where no such strategic certainty exists: a line r unnin g 
' over three thousand miles along the Black Sea, the Turkish and 
f Iranian frontiers, and then across the Afghan plains to the knot of 
J the Pamirs, a cartographer’s conceit constructed by British officials 
in the nineteenth century, where Russia, China and Afghanistan all 
meet. What the West sees as the ‘northern tier’ is, for the Russians, 
‘j; the southern tier, a line of countries whose international and 
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internal orientations are of prime concern to them, just as much as 
the politics of the Caribbean and Central American countries are to 
the United States. Vaulting over these countries to the south, there 
are the Arab states with which Moscow has enjoyed closer relations 
over the past two decades, but which are strategically of secondary 
importance to the northern/sou them tier. 

The Middle East as a whole is by far the most volatile and exposed 
of the three major land flanks that the U.S.S.R. faces, and it is the 
one where the West has been most active in consolidating its own 
position ever since the Truman (1947) ** n d Eisenhower (1 957 ) 
doctrines. Although not specifically designed for the area, the 
Nixon doctrine (1969) found its most potent implementation there, 
in the arming of the Shah and the Saudis, and the Carter doctrine 
(1980) was specifically concerned with the Persian Gulf. In both 
previous world wars this southern tier was the site of Russian 
military campaigns: there can be little doubt that this would be so in 
the event of a third global conflagration. At the moment the West 
sees this region as vital to its interests because of oil, but this is a 
passing concern, unlikely to last more than another two or three 
decades; for the Russians, this is a geographical reality that they 
must confront forever. 

2. Economic and military aid. The scale of the Soviet commitment to 
the Middle East, in economic and military terms, has outstripped 
that to any other part of the non-communist world. The economic 
commitment has resulted from geographical proximity and the 
availability of energy supplies, and has focused on the northern tier 
(Iran, Afghanistan) and on Iraq. The military commitment has 
resulted from the Arab-Israeli dispute and has focused on the 
confrontation states (Egypt, Syria). This military presence is often 
cast as representing a primeval Russian quest for warm water ports. 
But while strictly naval considerations must play some part in Soviet 
policy, the main reasons why this military commitment has come 
about are: (i) the demands of the front-line states for high-level 
militar y technology; and (ii) the refusal of Western powers to arm 
the Arabs to any level comparable with the arms provided for Israel. 

Figures for Soviet aid and trade show the special place that the 
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Middle East occupies in Moscow’s calculations. Although Soviet aid 
and trade with the Third World are much lower than for comparable 
Western countries, the Middle East states do represent a significant 
proportion of overall Soviet involvement in the Third World. (Less 
than 10 per cent of Soviet imports come from non-communist Third 
World countries, and the Soviet share of Third World exports, 
including oil, was 2-2 per cent in 1976, compared with 28-5 per cent 
for the E.E.C. and 20-6 per cent for the U.S. But well over half of 
this Soviet trade and aid policy is tied to the Middle Eastern area.) 
Of the ten major non-communist recipients of Soviet economic aid 
in the 1954-76 period, no less than seven were in the Middle East: 
Turkey, Afghanistan, Egypt, Algeria, Iran, Iraq and Syria. Of the 
ten Third World countries with the most trade with the U.S.S.R. in 
.■ 1976, six were in the Middle East: Iraq, Egypt, Iran, Syria, Algeria 
and Afghanistan. 1 Estimates of Soviet military exports indicate that 
up to two-thirds of all post-war supplies to non-communist coun¬ 
tries have gone to Middle East countries; in the I97 I— 6 period, 60 
per cent went to just three countries: Egypt, Syria and Iraq. The 
Soviet military presence in Egypt in the early 1970s was the largest 
ever outside the communist world (i.e., prior to Afghanistan), with 
around 25,000 personnel, berthing rights in Alexandria, and the use 
of six airfields. Of twenty-three non-communist countries identified 
as having received 60 per cent or more of their equipment from the 
Soviet Union in the 1967-76 period, nine are Arab League coun 
(s tries. Put another way, nine out of twenty-one Arab League states 
are, or have recently been, reliant on the U.S.S.R. for the bulk of 
their military supplies. 2 
) Even the decline of arms transfers to Egypt has failed to break the 
1 pattern. In 1977 and 1978 Soviet arms supplies to the Third World 
| accounted for around 25 per cent of the world total, a higher 
percentage than was previously the case. The Middle East and 
j North African countries figured prominently in this trade, with 
, Ethiopia coming into prominence as a major recipient for the first 
time. Of total sales in 1977-8, Ethiopia accounted for about 30 per 
t cent of the total; four longer-term customers - Libya, Algeria, Syria 
and India - accounted for another 55 per cent; and among the 
? twentv-two other countries acquiring Soviet weapons were South 
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Yemen, Iraq and Afghanistan. 3 Such a large commitment has, 
however, been a mixed experience for the Russians. It has provided 
a testing ground for Soviet equipment (especially in the 1973 
Arab-Israeli war) and has given the opportunity for some major 
Soviet airlifts (Egypt in 1973, Ethiopia in 1977). But it has also 
involved a heavy commitment of Soviet prestige in dealing with 
countries which it has not been able to control. Of its present close 
allies, the only one that could, in any serious sense, be said to have a 
political system analogous to the Soviet Union’s is South Yemen, 
and even here the similarity is debatable. In Ethiopia the officer 
corps has not been changed since the days of the Emperor. In Iraq 
the ruling Baath Party began executing and imprisoning commun¬ 
ists in 1978. In Afghanistan the Russians have now had to take 
drastic and risky measures to protect their previously established 
position. In Sudan an adventurist coup attempt by left-wing officers 
in July 1971 led to a bloody setback for Soviet influence. 

The proportional scale of this Soviet involvement also needs to be 
offset by some mention of its absolute limits. First, as already 
mentioned, external trade in general, and trade links with the Third 
World in particular, play a much less important role in the Soviet 
economic system than they do in that of the West. Moreover, 
whether or not one argues that the U. S. S .R. is a ‘socialist’ country in 
any precise sense of that word, it is clear that its relations with the 
Third World are determined by different domestic forces from 
those operating in the West. There are not within the Soviet system 
private entities like the multinational corporations, the banks and 
the arms manufacturers of the West which exert pressure upon the 
executive branch to advance their commercial interests abroad. 
Indeed profit as a motive seems to play a secondary role: the Soviet 
trading negotiators certainly strive to win the best terms possible in 
their deals with Third World countries, and are hard bargainers. 
But, as we shall see later (Chapter 4), the overall balance of Soviet 
economic ventures in the Middle East would appear to have been 
deficient. 

A second problem is that the provision of arms and economic aid 
has not proved to be any guarantee of lasting political influence in 
the countries concerned. If there are strings attached, they seem to 
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be ones that give the supposed puppets an independent capacity, in- 
deluding the ability to break the strings themselves. Russian arms sup¬ 
plies to Egypt, Somalia and Iraq have not kept their governments 
in line, and even Syria was able to invade Lebanon against Soviet 
protests in 1976. Indeed, a ‘socialist’ orientation in internal policy 
has been an extremely uncertain factor in determining relations 
with the Soviet Union: the much earlier examples of Yugoslavia and 
China showed this to be the case, and the crisis in Afghanistan in 
late 1979 was caused by the fact that the then President Hafiz- 
ullah Amin was determined to defy Soviet advice and pressure, 
even though his regime depended on the U.S.S.R. for its very 
survival. One of the Soviet Union’s long-standing and most substan¬ 
tial partners in the Third World, both in economic and military 
terms, has been a country that espouses free enterprise and a 
Western democratic system, namely India. It has proved to be a 
much more viable partner than all the ‘Arab socialist’ and sundry 
other radical nationalist regimes that the Soviet Union has been 
alleged at one time or another to be manipulating. A significant 
proportion of Soviet economic aid for 1979 went to a NATO 
country, Turkey. Yet the Indian and Arab experiences together 
highlight another problem with Soviet economic aid, namely the 
limited economic resources at its disposal for foreign programmes 
and the restricted range of goods it can export, especially those to 
which the middle classes in these countries aspire. 

Soviet aid focuses on state-to-state, bilateral projects, usually in 
the heavy industrial sector. For example, nearly 80 per cent of 
Soviet credits to Egypt were for hydroelectric and heavy industrial 
projects; the first major aid project outside the communist bloc was 
for an iron and steel complex at Bhilai, in India. While these are 
important ventures, they leave the door open for Western domina¬ 
tion of many other economic sectors and ones that have greater 
popular impact. Even countries such as Iraq that have nationalized 
considerable sectors of their own industry and imposed state control 
of foreign trade, and which have signed friendship treaties with the 
Soviet Union, continue to do most of their trading with capitalist 
countries: for every Lada (Soviet-made Fiat) on the streets of 
Baghdad, there are several Italian Fiats, Volkswagens, or Citroens. 
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Indeed, the pattern of Soviet relations over the past two decades 
with its closer partners in the non-communist Third World is 
marked by a striking asymmetry: the establishment of preponder¬ 
ant military links between those states and the Soviet Union, 
combined with the maintenance of much more diversified economic 
ones. The only non-communist Third World country that in the 
I 955~75 period went to the Soviet Union for the majority of its 
economic as well as military contacts was the one most far removed 
from the Soviet image of a progressive Third World state: it was a 
conservative monarchy called Afghanistan. 

3 - Political volatility. The flow of Soviet arms is related to another 
factor of which Moscow has shown itself to be acutely aware, 
namely, that conflict between their respective clients in the Middle 
East and surrounding areas could lead to a war between the super¬ 
powers. The investment of prestige by both sides is considerable, 
and the strategic importance is even more so, for different reasons 
on either side (oil for the West, geography for the Russians). Both 
parties have acted through local allies they do not fully control, and 
the rationale advanced by both Moscow and Washington - that 
military supplies are needed to help keep the peace - obviously 
contains a high risk of a conflict exploding nonetheless. The West¬ 
ern claim has usually been that Soviet arms supplies to the region 
have been adventurist and inflammatory; yet the level of Soviet 
supplies has been less than that of supplies from the West. In the 
most dangerous confrontation of all, the Arab-Israeli one, the 
record shows that Soviet supplies have been consistently held at a 
level that would enable the Arabs to match Israel but not overwh elm 
it. 4 The despatch of Soviet personnel to Egypt in the late 1960s was 
designed to halt Israeli penetration raids into Egypt and was in¬ 
tended to give the Russians more restraining control over the 
humiliated and potentially rash Egyptian forces. 

In a range of other conflicts the Soviet Union has also acted to 
prevent the situation from getting out of control. In the Iraq-Iran 
border conflict of the late 1960s the Soviet Union adopted a neutral 
stance, even though at that time Iraq was as clearly its local ally as 
Iran was Washington’s. When Iran seized three Arab islands in the 
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Gulf in November 1971, the Russians did not join the denunciations 
of this by its Arab allies. In the Ethiopian-Somali conflict of 1977-8, 
the Soviet Union tried to prevent a conflagration by urging concilia¬ 
tion through visits by former Soviet President Podgomy and Fidel 
Castro; while later sending large quantities of arms to support 
Ethiopia against an all-out Somali invasion attempt, the Russians 
made sure that there were no substantial crossings of the border by 
Ethiopian forces. In February 1979, the Russians held back their 
ally South Yemen when it was in an advantageous position in its 
conflict with North Yemen, the latter backed by Saudi Arabia. 
Soviet policy over Afghanistan has also exemplified this: despite 
much Western speculation about ‘hot pursuit’ raids into Pakistan by 
Afghan and/or Russian forces after December 1979, or about 
possible Soviet backing for covert Baluch and Pathan activities 
inside Pakistan, there was no evidence of any concerted Soviet 
thrust against the Pakistani government. Rather, Russia has made 
an attempt to contain the conflict within Afghanistan and thereby 
encourage Pakistan to diminish or even cease its backing to the 
Afghan rebels. 

Soviet policy during the Iranian revolution has reflected similar 
fears of a great power confrontation. During the last weeks of the 
Shah’s regime, in November 1978, Brezhnev warned the Americans 
not to intervene. In their response to the hostages issue, the 
Russians were primarily concerned with preventing a situation of 
direct superpower confrontation from developing (as were the 
Americans, who repeatedly pointed out that their operations against 
Iran were not ‘directed against’ any third party). The Russian 
commentaries on Iran therefore laid primary stress upon non¬ 
interference by the United States and the need for a peaceful 
solution. While supporting release of the hostages, and while 
conversely making the occasional general statement of support for 
Iran, the dominant theme of Soviet commentary remained the need 
to avoid an armed conflict between the United States and Iran into 
which the U.S.S.R. might be drawn. 
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The internal impact: minorities, oil, 
leadership divisions 

The Middle East has importance of another kind for the Soviet 
Union, namely that of the areas of the Third World, or indeed of the 
non-communist world, it alone has had a significant effect on the 
economic and political situation within Russia itself. 

7. Muslim minorities. The potential threat to the Soviet regime posed 
by the minorities of Central Asia has been much discussed in recent 
years, and has become the subject of considerable wishful thinking 
in the West. 5 While probably exaggerated, the growth of Central 
Asian sentiment as a future destabilizing tendency should not be 
discounted altogether, and complements the rise of national and 
religious feeling in the Ukraine and Baltic states. The demographic 
facts are clear enough: of a population of 262 million in the 1979 
census, Russians make up half and Slavs two-thirds of the total. But 
the birth rates in the non-Slav republics are much higher. The 
population growth rate for the European U.S.S.R. in the 1970-79 
period was 9 per cent, compared with Tadjikistan 31 per cent, 
Uzbekistan 30 per cent, Armenia 22 per cent, etc. //these trends 
continue, then at some point in the next century these non-Slav 
minorities will form a majority of the U.S.S.R.’s population. This 
development naturally raises the possibility of a revival of nationa¬ 
listic and Islamic sentiment among these peoples, influenced by 
trends across the border in the Middle East. 

Details on opposition activity are scarce, but there are signs of a 
new militancy among the Muslims of Central Asia. The under¬ 
ground Sufi religious sects, the Naqshbandi and the Qadyri, with 
contacts in Turkey and Iran, are said to maintain some contacts with 
co-believers across the border. The report to the 26th Congress of 
the C.P.S.U. from Turkmenistan reported on unspecified opposi¬ 
tion by local mullahs. 6 Although the number of mosques is only 
around two hundred (compared with eight thousand at the end of 
the war) the majority of the population retains some religious belief, 
as evidenced by observation of festivals, endogenous marriage, and 
a refusal to use abortion (the most common form of Soviet birth 
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control). However, the coherence of this phenomenon should not be 
exaggerated. Not all the non-Russian minorities are Muslim: the 
Christian Armenians and Georgians may be anti-Russian, but they 
are not going to align themselves with any new militant Islam. Even 
within the Muslim community there are sharp rivalries. As is so 
often the case, there is no one who distrusts a minority so much as 
another minority. Moreover, as Zhores Medvedev has pointed out, 
the very numerical extent of the minority groups (more than ninety) 
makes it much more difficult for them to pose a threat to the Slavs at 
the top. 7 The growth of distinct national entities - Uzbek, Kazakh, 
etc. - since 1917 has also eroded the grounds for a single pan-Islamic 
sentiment; for the example of the Iranian revolution makes clear 
that there is more that divides Muslims in a nationalistic era than 
unites them. The expectation that events in Afghanistan would 
arouse Muslim sentiment in the U.S.S.R. is not confirmed by 
first-hand observation: if anything, reports from Soviet Central Asia 
suggest support for the Soviet role. 8 

Two other points need to be made here. The first is that for many 
of these minorities the cultural rights are broader, and the standard 
of living is higher, on the Russian than on the Middle Eastern side of 
the border; this is true for the Azerbaijanis and Turcomans, for 
example, who span the borders between the U.S.S.R., Iran and 
Afghanistan. The death rate in Soviet Turkmenia in the mid 1970s 
was 7-2 per thousand, the number of doctors 27 per thousand, and 
the number of hospital beds 10 2 per thousand. In Afghanistan the 
average figures were 23-8 per thousand, 0-07 per thousand, and o-18 
per thousand respectively. 9 Literacy in Soviet Tadjikistan, where 
the population speaks a dialect of Persian, has risen from 2 per cent 
to 99 per cent under Soviet rule. Literacy in Iran is 30 per cent, and 
in Afghanistan ii is 10 per cent. The higher levels of education in the 
Soviet areas are important not just in terms of social welfare but also 
in undermining the appeals of a populist Islam of the kind that finds 
its greatest appeal among uneducated or semi-educated people in 
the Middle East. 

Another salient distinction is that, despite its own self-image, the 
Islamic revival in the Middle East is not a purely spiritual trend: it 
rests upon specific religious traditions and identifiable social 
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support. The Iranian movement was based on the Shia Muslim tradi¬ 
tions and institutions of Persian towns which had survived and even 
expanded under the Pahlavi regime. Eighty per cent of Soviet 
Muslims are Sunni Muslims, who do not have such institutions5 
moreover, independent commercial and religious institutions of the 
Iranian kind simply do not exist in the U.S.S.R. Nor could an 
Afghan-type movement get under way, in which Sunni tribal forces 
challenged the central government: armed and semi-autonomous 
tribal groupings have been absent in Soviet Central Asia since the 
1930s. Indeed, the pattern of Muslim resistance, insofar as this can 
be discerned, seems to be much more one of infiltration and 
accommodation within the central state, as Sunnis in other coun¬ 
tries have done, rather than one of an independent challenge, along 
Shia Muslim lines. In Soviet Central Asia, the local populations 
have tried to gain influence within state and party and thereby to 
turn them to their advantage - sometimes, if official reports are 
anything to go by, in rather corrupt ways. And this implies that 
members of the Central Asian minorities may gain influence at a 
future date within the U.S.S.R. without this necessarily leading to a 
greater autonomy or a centrifugal pattern in the provinces. It is, 
after all, worth remembering that for a number of years the Soviet 
Union was ruled by someone from a minority nationality, namely 
Joseph Stalin; and the evidence does not suggest that Moscow 
showed greater indulgence towards the non-Russian republics dur¬ 
ing his period in office. No one can predict the future trends among 
the nationalities in the U.S.S.R.; but neither available evidence nor 
analysis of the objective situation suggest that concern about an 
opposition in the Muslim areas is a major factor in Soviet calcula¬ 
tions. 

2. Soviet Jewry. Another, countervailing, nationality factor that has 
implications for the Middle East is the presence within the U.S.S.R. 
of a militant Jewish minority, reflecting the persistence of anti- 
semitic sentiment in wide sections of Soviet society. This Jewish 
community has not acted as a ‘lobby’ on the U.S. model; but its 
activities have had their impact on Soviet policy, since by seeking to 
meet U.S. congressional criticism by permitting Jewish emigration, 
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Moscow has created some new problems for itself in the Middle 
East. Through its international contacts, the Soviet Jewish com¬ 
munity has made the emigration issue a domestic U.S. concern. 
Thus, despite the frequently hostile character of the Soviet society 
around them, the Jews constitute a factor in Soviet policy on the 
Middle East. Although the decision to allow Jewish emigration has 
cost the Russians some legitimacy in Arab eyes, it was taken largely 
in response to the pressure from the U.S. Congress which, through 
the Jackson-Vanik Amendment of 1974, linked further U.S.-Soviet 
economic collaboration to the right of Soviet Jews to emigr ate Since 
that time, a considerable flow of Jewish emigration has come from 
the Soviet Union - around 260,000 exit visas were granted between 
1974 and 1980. 

This emigration has caused difficulties for the Soviet Union in the 
Arab world where, given the high educational level of many such 
emigrants, it is seen as a form of assistance to Israel. The impression 
of such assistance is increased because, for their different reasons, 
neither Arabs nor Israelis draw too much attention to the fact that 
less than half the Jewish emigrants who leave the Soviet Union 
actually go to Israel, the majority preferring Canada and the United 
States. 10 Hence, while there is no Jewish lobby in the U.S.S.R. in 
the sense of a pressure group that would direcdy inflect Soviet policy 
on the Arab-Israeli question, the presence of a militant Jewish 
community has, via the combination of internal and external press¬ 
ures, so inflected Soviet policy that Moscow has made concessions 
that do affect the Soviet image in the Muslim world. 

3. Soviet oil. The Middle East impinges on the Soviet economy 
more than any other Third World area; even if this is, so far, much 
less the case than for advanced capitalist countries, it is not a 
negligible factor. The Soviet Union is the largest oil producer in the 
world, and accounts for around one-fifth of total world output; with 
net output in 1979 at H'87 million barrels a day — outstripp ing 
consumption at 8’93 million barrels a day — it r emains a net 
exporter. 11 But because of geographical factors it has benefited the 
Soviet Union to import quantities of oil (from Iraq) and of gas (from 
Iran and Afghanistan), and thus to export more of its own 
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production to European markets. This import policy has, however, 
placed strains on the Soviet economy. The rise in Middle Eastern 
oil and gas prices has forced the Russians to increase their pay¬ 
ments to these countries. The revolution in Iran not only stopped 
work on a major new gas pipeline, IGAT-II from southern Iran 
to the U.S.S.R., but also cut off gas supplies already flowing from 
Iran to large areas of the Caucasus during the winter of 1978-9, 
thereby causing serious hardship in that region. However, the 
effects of Middle East price rises have, overall, been beneficial to 
the Soviet Union. Like other oil exporters who are not in OPEC 
(Mexico, Oman, Britain), it has followed OPEC pricing policies 
without being directly involved in price-rise decisions, or having to 
comply with boycotts. Indeed it was the OPEC price rises of 1973 
which made it more profitable for the Russians to exploit Siberian 
fields for export, just as these rises made it viable for Western oil com¬ 
panies to develop the North Sea and Canada’s Alberta province. 

The U.S.S.R. faces a major foreign exchange problem: its manu¬ 
factured goods are not of sufficient quality to compete on the world 
market, and it has had to rely on raw materials to make up its hard 
currency income. So Soviet earnings from the sale of energy to 
Western Europe are especially important: at $67 billion in 1977 
they made up half of all its hard currency earnings. Indeed Russia 
earns more from oil exports than do some OPEC states. Russia has 
also renegotiated its terms with Comecon countries: it has lowered 
the percentage of Comecon oil which it provides (65 per cent in 
1980), and has steadily raised prices so that by 1980 it was more or 
less half the OPEC rate, compared with a fraction of that rate in 
1975 . 

Considerable play is made of the fact that Soviet oil output is 
encountering new problems. The C.I.A. once predicted that Soviet 
oil output would peak at around 12 million barrels a day by the mid 
1980s, and then begin a long-term decline. Given predicted con¬ 
tinuing increase in Soviet demand, and in that of the Eastern 
European countries reliant on Soviet oil, this would necessitate the 
U.S.S.R. becoming a substantial oil importer, either on its own 
behalf or on behalf of the Comecon countries. The realization of this 
on the part of the Soviet leadership is regarded by many Western 
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commentators as a cause, even the cause, of a Soviet drive to 
dominate the Gulf. This theme of an energy-starved U. S. S. R. is also 
echoed in right-wing Arab statements. 

But there are a number of problems with this scenario. First of all, 
even though voiced by right-wing analysts, it is a curiously econo- 
mistic explanation, reminiscent in many ways of vulgar Marxist 
explanations of American foreign policy in terms of a quest for raw 
materials and markets. It is pertinent to make the same reply to the 
vulgar Marxists of the right as to those of the left: that foreign policy 
is rarely reducible to simple economic concerns, and that access to 
raw materials is not always best guaranteed by the pursuit of 
political domination in those areas where the minerals or markets 
are to be found. Despite the neat reductionism of so much writing 
on the subject, Soviet policy in Afghanistan bears no serious 
relationship to its oil policy. Moreover, the Russians must have 
learned from their dealings with countries like Iraq, and from 
observing the fate of Western dealings with OPEC, that in the 
contemporary world raw materials producers, especially producers 
of oil, have a measure of independence unknown in previous 
decades. On the basis of this recent experience, the Russians if they 
needed Gulf oil would be likely to keep their reliance on it to a 
moderate level, precisely to avoid the vulnerability which excess 
reliance can bring about. 

This still leaves open the question of how accurate the shortfall 
predictions are, whether phrased in the terms of C.I.A. reports or in 
the more general claim that the U.S.S.R. faces an ‘energy crisis’ 
comparable with that of the West. The Russians clearly face a need 
to shift the main locations of their oil output from west to east of the 
Urals, particularly to the Tyumen fields of Western Siberia. They 
also need to acquire new technology to open up Arctic and offshore 
resources; agreements concluded with Japanese firms, and with 
specialists in Alaskan output such as BP, illustrate this necessity. 
Furthermore, to make such efforts economically viable, they must 
continue to bring energy prices in the Soviet and Comecon econo¬ 
mies up to or at least approaching those prevailing on the world 
markets. To a degree surprising in the secretive Soviet press these 
issues have been quite widely debated in recent years: yet such 
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relative openness may be a sign of confidence as much as of the panic 
that some foreign observers have detected in it. Although the 
Russians have admitted that their energy plans have not always been 
fulfilled (oil output in 1979 reportedly rose by only 2*4 per cent, as 
opposed to the planned increase of 3.6 per cent), such admissions 
are a long way from proving the C.I.A. case. 

Indeed, the C.I.A. case has been called into question by the 
Agency itself - in one report (1977), it gave the expected mid 1980s 
shortfall as 3.5 million barrels a day, and later scaled this down 
to 600,000 barrels a day. Moreover, in May 1981 the C.I.A. 
announced that it no longer believed that the U.S.S.R. would have 
to import petroleum by the mid 1980s. 12 Independent experts have 
cast further doubt on the C.I.A.’s accuracy. A report published by 
the Economist Intelligence Unit in December 1980 calculated that 
Soviet oil and gas output would continue to rise through 1985, and 
that oil exports in 1990 would be in the range of 2-3 million barrels a 
day. The economist Marshall Goldman, Associate Director of the 
Russian Research Center at Harvard, believes that the C.I.A. 
calculations are based on ‘worst-case’ scenarios which underesti¬ 
mate the Soviet capacity to take counter-measures, such as in¬ 
creased investment and conservation; Goldman’s own prediction is 
that Moscow will take the necessary remedial measures to sustain 
output through 1985. 13 

The independent Swedish group Petro Studies predicts con¬ 
tinued Soviet oil output at 12 million barrels a day through the 
1980s, with a possible rise to 16 million barrels a day by 1990. It has 
drawn particular attention to a top-level decision taken in Novem¬ 
ber 1979 to raise domestic Soviet prices from $275 a barrel - the 
level for fifteen years - to between $17 and $20, thereby enabling the 
oil industry to exploit new resources. 14 This pattern of ‘deregulation’ 
is of course familiar from the U.S. energy situation, and, as in the 
United States, such price rises have the effect of bringing new 
sources of energy into play. It underlines the fact that the ‘energy 
crisis’ is not so much an absolute problem - that of a lack of energy 
resources - as it is a relative one, involving the cost of extraction; 
there is enough oil there for a much longer period, provided 
consumers are prepared to pay enough for it. 
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The British oil expert Peter Odell also queries the C.I.A. report; 
he draws attention to Soviet purchases of Western technology in 
1978 and subsequent years as their way of solving production 
problems. He also argues that the C.I.A. report was designed 
primarily as a political act to scare U.S. public opinion into reducing 
its reliance on Middle East imports, and was only peripherally 
related to the situation inside the U.S.S.R. itself. 15 Indeed, com¬ 
pared with the majority of Western countries the U.S.S.R. is in a 
rather favourable energy situation. Its known reserves, at 71 billion 
barrels, made up 11 per cent of the world total, and equal around 
seventeen times 1978 consumption. According to the O.E.C.D. it 
has an estimated 39 per cent of all the world’s gas reserves. The 
Russians claim - probably exaggeratedly, but indicating a major 
reserve - to have 57 per cent of the world’s coal; they do account for 
20 per cent of world output. Moreover, they recently carried out a 
conservation campaign, and are planning to lay the equivalent of 
the Alaska pipeline every 4-5 weeks in order to get gas and oil out of 
Siberia. Unrestrained by environmentalist pressures, they are 
building up a nuclear energy industry that is scheduled to provide 
33 per cent of Comecon electricity by 1990. They certainly face hard 
choices in the energy area, but the available evidence does not 
suggest that they are in a dire situation either. 

Indeed, whether or not the C.I.A. report was tinged by political 
concerns, it would seem likely that other political concerns have 
affected the interpretation of Soviet energy programmes: the desire 
to find a neat and urgent reason for the Soviet Union’s supposedly 
‘forward’ policy in the Arc of Crisis; the desire (which has roots 
within the oil industry going back to the 1920s) to keep the Russians 
out of the international market, whether as buyers or sellers - a 
desire rekindled by fears of new Soviet gas sales to Western 
Europe; 16 and the desire to feel that the Soviets are not exempt from 
the energy problems faced by the West. 

Public discussion of the oil issue tends to coincide with a general¬ 
ized modish tendency in the West to stress the economic problems 
facing the Soviet Union. Behind this perspective he two distinct 
political assumptions - the belief that the U.S.S.R.’s internal 
problems can account for its supposed ‘expansionism’, or the belief 
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that the Soviet Union will, because of its weaknesses, be vulnerable 
to certain forms of economic pressure from the West. The belief in 
Soviet vulnerability was a hallmark of the First Cold War: many 
expected that in the face of a commercial blockade and the recovery 
of Western Europe under the Marshall Plan, a war-devastated 
Russia would eventually have to give ground. It did not happen. 
Similar misconceptions underlay U.S. diplomacy in the 1970s - 
whether Kissinger’s belief in the benefits of entangling Russia in 
commercial and banking arrangements, or Carter’s hope that the 
grain embargo of 1980 and the ban on high technology exports 
would seriously alter Soviet policy in Afghanistan. Now it is true 
that the Soviet economy is inefficiently managed and has failed to 
realize anything like its full potential; it is also true that it faces 
problems of production and productivity in industry as well as in 
agriculture, and that living standards are below those to which many 
Russians aspire. But nobody in the Soviet Union is starving, or 
sleeping on the streets; certain social services, such as public health 
(297 doctors per 1,000 population compared with 16-5 in 
North America), are in fact better for the mass of the population 
than those in North America. The Soviet economy is a long way 
from catastrophe and indeed it continues to expand, though 
at a sluggish rate, at a time when the West has been in recession. 
Soviet GNP rose by 3-1 per cent per year in the period from 
1976 to 1979, and indications are that this kind of growth will 
continue. 

The very nature of the Soviet social system also means that certain 
problems are felt less acutely: there are no raw material corpora¬ 
tions, and no large numbers of private automobile owners to exert 
pressure on long-range energy planning. People are used to 
queuing. As Jerry Hough of Duke University has written: 

For over sixty years Westerners have been talking about the difficulties in 
the Soviet economy, about the mistakes inherent in socialist planning, and, 
indeed, in the case of some analysts, about its imminent stagnation or even 
collapse. Yet in the broad historical perspective the Soviet economy has 
performed rather well, especially given its relative lack of foreign investment 
and the large proportion of its resources devoted to military purposes. The 
Soviet Union has moved from being a quite underdeveloped country to one 
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capable of outstanding accomplishments in space. Its rate of economic 
growth, even in the ‘slowdown’ of the 1970s, has been substantial, well 
above that of the United States. In the thirty-five years since the end of 
World War II, the consumer has enjoyed a steadily rising standard of 
living. 17 

Some proportion therefore needs to be introduced to counter the 
picture of an economically desperate and therefore expansionist or 
vulnerable Soviet Union. Apart from oil, the Soviet Union’s inter¬ 
national economic situation is by no means as dire as is often 
claimed. Russia has one enormous asset which it has used sparingly 
until now: it is the second largest producer of gold in the world. As 
with oil, the Soviet economy benefits from price rises in the world 
gold market which it has itself had to do little to bring about. The 
U.S.S.R. also produces large quantities of such strategic metals as 
manganese, cobalt, and chrome (for over 90 per cent of which the 
United States has to rely on imports); it can also produce 6,000 tons 
of uranium annually. In human resources too it is quite well placed, 
in particular through an educational system that turns out graduates 
with a much higher level of scientific qualification than is generally 
the case in the West. All in all, the economic condition of the Soviet 
Union is not so desperate as to force it to engage in rash gambles in 
the countries lying to its south. With its oil and gas, this region has 
been and will remain of importance to the Soviet economy, but 
this importance will more likely be mediated via normal com¬ 
mercial dealings rather than through the advance of the Red 
Army. 18 

4. Leadership division. The Middle East has been, on available 
evidence, a source of considerable dissension within the Soviet 
leadership, and, more generally, within the international commun¬ 
ist movement. Foreign issues such as Cuba, Czechoslovakia and 
SALT negotiations also seem to have divided the Russian lead¬ 
ership, but no other Third World issue would seem to have so much 
factional effect. Again, geographical proximity and the unique scale 
of the Russian military involvement must go a long way towards 
accounting for this. But so too must the very difficulty of predicting 
trends in this volatile region and the dangers of getting caught in 
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regional crossfire. In Stalin’s time there was, obviously enough, 
little room for dissension on this as on other matters.* 

Several disagreements have come into the open in more recent 
times, however. The falls of Foreign Minister Molotov in 1955 and 
of Marshal Zhukov in 1957 both came after they had adopted 
positions on the Arab world which diverged from the main line. In 
his memoirs, Khrushchev alludes to people who opposed his col¬ 
laboration with Cairo, calling them ‘narrow-minded skunks who 
raised such a stink and tried to poison the waters of our relationship 
with Egypt’. One of the specific charges laid against Khrushchev at 
the time of his removal in October 1964 was that he had unjustifiably 
given the title Hero of the Soviet Union to Vice President Amer of 
Egypt. 20 While none of these leaders is thought to have fallen for 
these reasons only, dissent over the Arab world seems to have played 
a part in their removal. From what appears to be a ‘hawkish’ 
perspective, the Moscow City Party Secretary Nikolai Yegorychev 
was dismissed in 1967 for criticizing Brezhnev’s failure to send 
troops to assist Egypt in the Six Day War. 21 

Between the third (1967) and fourth (1973) Arab-Israeli wars 
there seems to have been a major divergence within the Soviet 
Union between a group of military and defence experts, led by 
Marshal Gretchko, and a more strictly political group which in¬ 
cluded Brezhnev, Kosygin and Podgorny. The military group is 
reported to have favoured meeting Arab demands for more sophisti¬ 
cated weaponry, while the latter were more cautious: they were 
afraid of another 1967-style debacle, and they reflected the growing 
consensus among Soviet specialists on the region that nationalist 
regimes like those in Egypt, Syria, Iraq and Sudan were less reliable 
allies than earlier Khrushchevite doctrine had indicated. Studies of 
the Soviet press show clear and sustained differences of opinion on 

* Prior to Stalin’s ascendancy, however, the accommodations reached with Enver 
Pasha in Turkey and Reza Khan in Iran were contested: the former was denounced by 
delegates to the October 1920 Congress of the then dominant Independent Socialist 
Party, the U.S.P.D. in Germany, while the Comintern delegate Zinoviev was pleading 
with the German party to join the much smaller Communist Party. The latter agreement 
led to a revolt by sections of the Communist Party and Baku, capital of Soviet 
Azerbaijan, in late 1921, requiring disciplinary action by Lenin and his colleagues to 
check what they saw as an ultra-left outbreak. 19 
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this matter and, on the basis of subsequent revelations by Egyptian 
sources, it seems that Cairo consciously played upon the divisions 
within the Soviet leadership in order to get the arms it wanted. 22 

i More recently, the Middle East has again become an issue for 
dissension within and without the Soviet apparatus. The head of the 
Middle East section of the Foreign Ministry, Mikhail Sytenko, was 
reportedly criticized early in 1979 for opposing a new attempt to 
open relations with Saudi Arabia. In the first part of 1979 there were 
unconfirmed reports of dissent within the Politburo over whether or 
not to send troops to Afghanistan, with the majority against in¬ 
tervention prevailing at that time. Reports that there was high-level 
disagreement over the later (December 1979) despatch of Soviet 
forces are, as yet, unsubstantiated, but the reported suicide of 
General Paputin, the man responsible for trying to alter the policy of 
Afghan President Hafizullah Amin just before his death, does 
indicate a degree of high tension within the Soviet military 
leadership. 23 

The Middle East has also been the source of considerable friction 
within the international communist movement. While this may 
have had little or no effect on actual Soviet policies, these Middle 
Eastern issues were significant as part of the wider disputes between 
the U.S.S.R. and its communist allies. As their dispute with the 
Soviet Union developed from the late 1950s onwards, the Chinese 
adopted different stands on the Middle East and implicitly criticized 
the Russians: they urged them to give more forthright backing to 
Syria in 1957, and they took up a more polemical tone after the U.S. 
invasion of Lebanon in July 1958. Peking also blamed the U.S.S.R. 
for the Israeli military successes in 1967, for not giving the Arabs 
enough support in 1973, and for the divisions over Camp David in 
1978. 24 While claiming still to support the Palestinian movement 
and blaming the Russians for abandoning this cause, the Chinese 
gave warm support to Sadat’s policies and to his opening to Israel. 

In a number of Eastern European countries positions divergent 
from those of the U.S.S.R. have been detected. The Yugoslavs, 
pressing a policy of Mediterranean non-alignment, were much more 
ardent supporters of the Algerian F.L.N. and of Nasser than the 
Russians ever became; the Rumanians had closer ties with Israel 
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after their break with the Russians in the 1960s; and during the 
Czech spring of 1968, there was open criticism by Prague dissidents 
of the Soviet policy of breaking diplomatic ties with Israel. Some 
Western European communist parties have also tended to be more 
sympathetic to Israel than is Moscow, and many were critical of 
Soviet support for the Ethiopian decision to crush the Eritrean 
resistance in 1978-9. On Afghanistan, the Western parties divided 
into those critical of the Soviet intervention, led by the Italians, and 
those, like the French, who supported it. All these divergences must 
in some measure have added to the political risks that involvement 
in the region has forced the Russians to run. 

The countries to the south are therefore of considerable import¬ 
ance to the Russians not just because of the opportunities for 
increased influence they may offer, but also because of their impact 
within the U.S.S.R. itself. The West’s vulnerability because of oil is 
not matched on the Soviet side by any one such overriding concern, 
but it is equalled by the accumulation of concerns that we have 
identified. While the greatest Soviet involvement in the late 1970s 
has been in the Arc of Crisis countries, the focus of Soviet concern 
was for the two preceding decades on the Arab world, and in 
particular on Egypt. Analysis of this Russian-Arab connection, the 
subject of the next chapter, is therefore of considerable importance 
for understanding how the Russians approach this part of the world. 
It can show what their aims are. It can demonstrate what their 
weaknesses are. And it can identify some of the bitter lessons which 
were to inf orm the later policies in the four Arc countries. These are 
discussed in Part II. 


If 4 

The Arab World: The Rise and Fall 
l of Soviet Influence 

This chapter analyses the record of Soviet policy in the Middle East. 
Neither from Moscow’s point of view, nor from that of the left 
opposition forces in the area, is it considered a great success; yet, for 
that very reason, it may be a useful corrective to the present 
depiction of an overwhelming Russian political capacity in these 
countries. 1 

In the immediate aftermath of the Russian revolution, with the 
revolutionary wave blocked in Europe, the Bolsheviks saw the 
Middle East as a possible line of advance through which the world 
revolutionary movement could progress. While at first they sup¬ 
ported the small communist forces in Iran and Turkey, they soon 
switched to the anti-imperialist nationalists in these countries. 
Through this shift, the Russians did not get revolutions in the 
| Middle East, but they did obtain a cordon sanitaire in the epoch of 
‘socialism in one country’ that lasted until the Second World War. 
The nationalists quickly stamped out the communist forces. The 
ethnic and religious contiguity between Soviet and Middle Eastern 
areas, far from leading to some kind of revolutionary osmosis as 
many had hoped, in fact compounded Russian difficulties by arous¬ 
ing anti-communist sentiment among Muslims south of the border. 
Elsewhere, in the Arab states, small communist nuclei developed, 
but nowhere was communism a leading force or able significantly to 
affect the course of events. In a comparative Third World perspec¬ 
tive, communism in the inter-war period was politically and numer¬ 
ically far weaker in the Middle East than in Latin America, let alone 
the Far East. 

During the Second World War, Soviet troops invaded Iran (in 
August 1941) as part of a joint Anglo-Russian operation. This action 
was dictated by the fear that the then ruler of Iran, Reza Shah, was 
sympathetic to Nazi Germany and by the desire to open a land 
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corridor to Russia from the Persian Gulf; subsequently, two thirds 
of all Allied aid to Russia during the Second World War passed 
thr ough Iran. Yet the occupation of northern Iran yielded Moscow 
no post-war strategic advantage. Iran became the first flashpoint of 
the Cold War, and the Russians, subjected by Truman to diplo¬ 
matic pressure, conceded to the West: under U.S. pressure, the 
Russian troops were pulled out in 1946, leaving the U.S.-supported 
Iranian army and gendarmerie to crush the autonomous left-wing 
republics of Kurdistan and Azerbaijan. In 1948 the Soviet Union, 
which supported the partition of Palestine into two states, recog¬ 
nized Israel and, via Czechoslovakia, provided the Zionist forces 
with arms. In the early 1950s they alienated the nationalist move¬ 
ment in Iran by initially casting Dr Mosadeq as an American agent; 
and when Nasser first came to power in 1952, he was labelled a 
fascist in some communist literature on the region. Despite much 
emphasis in Washington on the ‘communist threat’ to Iran in 1953, 
the pro-Soviet Tudeh Party did nothing to prevent the coup of that 
year. Stalin’s sectarian policy towards nationalism, an unrecon¬ 
structed inheritance from the early 1930s, therefore isolated the 
Soviet Union from the nationalist movement in the Middle East at 
this time. 

Arab nationalist regimes 

The breakthrough for Moscow came in 1955, when Nasser signed a 
major arms deal with the Czechs and, one year later, the Russians 
agreed to help in building the Aswan Dam after the West refused to 
provide any assistance. This agreement with Egypt paved the way 
for a series of other agreements over the next decade and a half with 
the self-proclaimed anti-imperialist regimes of the Arab world - 
Syria, Iraq, Algeria, Sudan and Libya. Massive Soviet economic 
and military aid was provided. Meanwhile, after the Twentieth 
Congress of the C.P.S.U. in February 1956, official Soviet theory 
justified aid to these countries on the grounds that they were 
engaged in a ‘revolutionary democratic’ transformation, a ‘non¬ 
capitalist’ path of development that would eventually lead to social¬ 
ism. Local comm u nists were urged to cooperate with these national¬ 
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ist military regimes. In Egypt, the communists dissolved their 
organization altogether in 1965, and merged with the Nasserite 
Arab Socialist Union. In other countries, Syria and Iraq, commun¬ 
ists were urged by the Russians to join ‘united front’ govern¬ 
ments. 

Yet despite the scale of Soviet aid and Moscow’s indulgence 
towards regimes, that were by no means communist, the rela¬ 
tionships did not endure. After many years of Soviet quarrelling 
with Cairo, Sadat - who took over on Nasser’s death in 1970 - 
expelled most of the Russian forces in 1972, and in 1976 broke all 
cooperative links. Sadat also repudiated all Egypt’s debts to Russia. 
In Iraq and Sudan, communists who joined the governments were 
later ousted and in some cases killed. In Syria the communists had to 
accept a junior role in Baathist governments, and the party split 
under the pressure. In Algeria, after the initial euphoria of the Ben 
Bella years, the communists were driven from office. In Libya 
they were never a significant factor anyway. 

The Russians were prepared to put up with problems of this kind 
over a number of years. Yet these disagreements did contradict the 
official theories about a new form of transition to socialism, the 
‘non-capitalist road’ through which left-wing nationalist states 
could lay the basis for socialism. The persecution of the local 
communists, and the transparently unequal ‘alliances’ into which 
the co mmuni sts were forced to enter, constituted one set of prob¬ 
lems. But, over time, the Soviet Union’s Arab allies went a stage 
further and openly renounced their ties with the U.S.S.R. The 
un derlying reason was the social character of these regimes: nationa¬ 
lization and protectionism, far from encouraging a transition to 
socialism, were in fact building up local industry and finance within 
these states until they reached the point where they could more 
equally and actively integrate themselves into the capitalist system: 
in other words, the ‘non-capitalist road’ was a stage in the develop¬ 
ment of capitalism, not, as the Soviet theoreticians supposed, of 
socialism. As in earlier cases, such as in Ataturk’s Turkey, the 
period of nationalist state control of the economy was followed by a 
more vigorous and pro-Western economic orientation. This has 
gone furthest in Egypt and Sudan, but trends in this direction are 
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also evident in Iraq and Syria. The failure of the Soviet policy 
therefore rested not just on ‘misjudging Arab nationalism’, but on 
misjudging what the class character of these regimes was, a class 
character that is necessary to explain the form that their nationalism 
took. 2 

One of the most controversial and important aspects of the Soviet 
record in the Arab countries has been the role of the communist 
parties. In Western eyes, and in the eyes of many Arab revolutionar¬ 
ies, Soviet patronage and influence were negative factors, since they 
pushed the communists into alliances that were deemed dangerous 
either to the West or to the Arab communists. In practice, however, 
the Arab communist parties proved of no real assistance in main¬ 
taining the Soviet position with Arab regimes, and indeed were a 
cause of dissent in these relations; and while the Russians certainly 
forced communists in Iraq and Egypt into such alliances, this 
Russian influence is not the main cause of the weakness of commun¬ 
ist forces. Had the communists been stronger they could have defied 
the Russians and overthrown their nationalist allies - as they did in 
China. The weakness of communism in the Middle East cannot 
therefore be attributed primarily to Soviet mistakes. It must be 
attributed to the political character of the countries themselves, to 
the relatively opaque development of class consciousness, and to the 
vitality - exceptional in any comparative Third World perspective - 
of religious, ethnic and other sectarian differences. 

The weakness of communism cannot, however, be seen as a 
simple historical fact, a failure to overcome existing social problems; 
for where such movements did emerge, they were often met with 
repression. The first communists in Iran and Turkey were mas¬ 
sacred in the early 1920s. The largest communist party in the Arab 
world, that of Iraq, had several hundred members killed when the 
Baath Party came to power in 1963. 3 The Sudanese party, the second 
largest in the Arab world, was severely weakened by the execution 
of its leaders in 1971 when an adventurist group of army officers 
tried to stage a left-wing coup and provoked a right-wing counter¬ 
attack against the left as a whole. The weakness of the co mmuni st 
parties was therefore as much a cause as an effect of the difficulties 
which the Russians encountered in dealing with local nationalist 
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governments. Difficulties such as these led the Russians to be 
rejected by many Arab regimes. 

The break with Egypt has been the most spectacular and the most 
damaging of such rejections. The shift to denationalization and 
towards the West had begun under Nasser, but his death in October 
1970 certainly accelerated the trend. Other factors helped to dis¬ 
lodge the Russians from their position: the conservative oil states 
were becoming more influential and they encouraged the denationa¬ 
lization of the economy and the swing to the West in international 
policies. At the same time, once Sadat had in some degree recouped 
the Arab position in the October 1973 war he expelled the Russians 
and turned to Washington in the belief that the Americans, with - as 
he put it - 99 per cent of the cards in their hands, could put pressure 
on Israel in a way that the Russians could not. The latter, who had 
broken diplomatic relations with Israel in 1967, may now have 
regretted that they had left the field so open to Washington; 
certainly their lack of any formal access to Israel weakened Mos¬ 
cow’s leverage in the region. 4 

At the start of the 1980s, Russian influence in the Middle East 
appears to be at a lower point than at any time since 1955. Egypt has 
broken all ties with Russia and has repudiated its $7 billion debt to 
Moscow. Sadat’s hostility continued unabated, and he repeatedly 
went out of his way to insult the Russians. Moscow’s most 
substantial economic and military ties were, until the late 1970s, 
with Iraq, yet here, too, the relationship is fraught. Since 1978 Iraq 
has been executing communists and is openly supplying Somalia 
and Eritrea with help against Soviet-supported Ethiopia. It has 
denounced the Soviet role in Afghanistan. Iraq exports oil worth 
about $500 million to the Soviet Union and imports goods worth 
about $70 million from the U.S.S.R.: a striking illustration of the 
asymmetry of military and economic links established by the 
U.S.S.R. with Third World countries. Russia’s relations with Iraq 
worsened further after the Iranian revolution, when Moscow tried 
to establish a working relationship with Khomeini’s regime, and 
when, after Iraq attacked Iran in September 1980, the Russians 
remained neutral. 

Russia’s relations with another ally of the 1960s had, by 1980, also 





68 Threat from the East? 

taken a turn for the worse - namely, those with Algeria. The same 
asymmetry applied here as with Iraq: Algeria purchased military 
equipment from Russia but traded mainly with the West. The 
Algerians also resented Soviet neutrality in the dispute between 
Algeria and Morocco over the Western Sahara, while at the same 
time they were seeking ways of establishing an independent and 
actively non-aligned position in the Third World. Algeria’s role as 
mediator in the U.S.-Iranian hostages dispute was but one example 
of this independent foreign policy - and contrasted sharply with 
Moscow’s opportunist handling of this issue, which involved back¬ 
ing the Iranians. Later in 1980 it was reliably reported that the 
Algerians were to diversify their arms purchase policy and so reduce 
their previous 90 per cent reliance on the U.S.S.R., and the 
communist underground grouping, the Algerian Socialist Van¬ 
guard Party, began to warn of a ‘reformist and opportunist deviation’ 
which was threatening the regime of President Shadli Benjadid. 

In the central Arab regions, the U.S.S.R. has maintained only 
two allies, Syria and Libya. At the start of the 1980s, there appeared 
to be some consolidation of relations with each. Syria signed a 
twenty-year Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation with Moscow in 
1980, and appeared, for the time being, to have reached an accom¬ 
modation with the Russians which papered over their earlier dis¬ 
agreement over Syria’s 1976 intervention in Lebanon. Libya, 
meanwhile, had come a long way since the early years of Qaddafi’s 
regime, when the Tripoli press declared in red banner headlines that 
Russia was an ‘imperialist’ country. Western sources spoke of up to 
$12 billion in Soviet arms sales to Libya, and hundreds of Soviet 
military technicians were reported to be in Libya, including some 
helping with advanced missiles. 5 Both these liaisons provoked some 
concern in the West, and seemed to betoken a sustained Soviet 
influence in the Arab heartlands. They also seemed to confirm an 
alarmist view of Soviet strategic intentions: Syria was increasingly in 
control of Lebanon, and remained the only front-line Arab state to 
be implacably hostile to Israel; while Libya’s pro-Soviet orientation 
undermined the southern flank of N ATO, and constituted a perma¬ 
nent challenge to Sadat’s Egypt. Moreover, Libyan involvement in 
activities which, by any stretch of terminology, must be categorized 
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as ‘terrorist’ gave right-wing U.S. critics their opportunity to argue 
that Moscow was involved in orchestrating international terrorist 
activities through its ‘surrogates’. 

The value and reliability of these alliances was, however, con¬ 
siderably less than might at first glance appear to be the case. Taken 
together, these two alliances were no substitute for the one Russia 
had lost, namely that with Egypt. Whatever the Soviet military 
presence in Libya, it was far less than that which the Russians had 
had in Egypt in the early 1970s - with over 20,000 personnel 
deployed, and the use of naval and air facilities. In both cases, 
moreover, the Soviet commitment was in part designed to check the 
tendency of both regimes towards reckless ventures which, if they 
had begun, might well have given greater advantage to the West: a 
Syrian miscalculation vis-a-vis Israel or a Libyan one vis-a-vis Egypt 
could easily lead to disaster. Indeed, we cannot but suspect that one 
of the prime functions of the Soviet technicians in Libya is to 
prevent the Libyans from using the missiles they possess - just as 
Soviet personnel in Egypt in the late 1960s had had a similar role. 

The treaty with Syria signed in 1980 appeared to signal a closer 
commitment, but neither side appeared very keen to put it to the 
test; and the many problems faced by Syria - Christian and Israeli 
opposition in Lebanon, a rising tide of Islamic fundamentalist 
militancy at home - were sure to keep the Damascus regime in a 
precarious condition. In Libya, Qaddafi’s experiments with popular 
democracy and anti-bureaucratic struggle have produced little of 
substance: large oil revenues in a country with few people (three 
million) enabled the regime to meet basic needs in housing and 
health. But the Libyan regime remains, over a decade after its 
establishment in the coup of 1969, a fragile entity, racked by 
factionalism and prone to erratic initiatives in domestic and foreign 
policy. Neither Syrian President Assad nor Libyan President Qad- 
dafi are communists; indeed both are Arab nationalists, suspicious 
of communism, and capable of imprisoning or assassinating those 
left-wing opponents they feel are a threat. Their foreign policy 
initiatives are consistently taken for reasons of their own state 
interests, and not at the behest of Moscow. Time and again, 
divergences have arisen: in Syria’s case over Lebanon, and in 
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Libya’s over Qaddafi’s opposition to the Soviet role in Af ghanistan 
and over the Libyan refusal to accept the legitimacy of an Israeli 
state. Qaddafi’s visit to Moscow in April 1981 was the occasion for 
what were termed ‘frank exchanges’, a polite euphemism for dis¬ 
agreements. The Soviet press censored his speech to the official 
banquet. 6 These differences may, to some extent, have been over¬ 
shadowed by events later in the year - when U.S. planes shot down 
two Libyan planes over the Gulf of Sirte, claimed by Libya as part of 
its territorial waters. Qaddafi then stated: ‘We are now forced to 
form a military alliance with whoever is ready to defend us against 
America. Neutralism is not possible in time of war.’ How deep or 
permanent this change of opinion in Tripoli would be was, however, 
to be doubted. 

Where Soviet influence has expanded is on the mar g ins of the 
region: in the late 1970s, the U.S.S.R. enjoyed close relations with 
South Yemen. This country was carrying out a socialist transforma¬ 
tion far more radical than any of the other allegedly ‘non-capitalist’ 
states, and there was no apparent concession here to the particular¬ 
ities of‘Arab socialism’. Like Cuba and Angola, it was a government 
that grew out of a radical and non-communist movement which later 
began a process of transition to socialism. It provided refueling and 
crew replacement facilities for the Soviet Navy, and in 1979 it 
became an observer of Comecon and signed a Friendship Treaty 
with the U.S.S.R. However, its significance should not be over¬ 
rated: it is a small (1-9 million inhabitants) and poor (average per 
capita income in 1978, $420) country, almost the poorest in the Arab 
world. It is far removed geographically from the mainstream of 
Arab politics and unlikely to give the Russians any direct means of 
gaining political re-entry into the region as a whole. Moreover, the 
failure of the U.S.S.R. to provide adequate economic aid over time 
undermined the position which it had enjoyed in that country (see 
Chapter 5). 

A curious chapter in Soviet-Arab relations concerns Moscow’s 
military links with North Yemen. Russia was the main provider of 
arms, via Egypt, to the Imam of Yemen in the 1950s, and to the 
republic that succeeded him in 1962. But when the North Yemeni 
government became more conservative in character and fell in- 


The Arab World 71 

creasingly under Saudi influence in the 1970s, this link with Russia 
was almost terminated. The Saudis then promised to finance a 
switch by the Yemenis from Soviet to U.S. equipment, as they had 
helped to do in Egypt. In February 1979, a perfect opportunity to do 
so arose: small-scale fighting broke out between North and South 
Yemen, and then President Carter promised to supply North 
Yemen with U.S. military supplies worth nearly $400 million, 
including F-5E fighters and M-60 tanks. The Saudis were to pay for 
this hardware, and a hundred Taiwanese pilots were to fly the planes 
until the Yemenis were able to do so. But this strategy was con¬ 
founded when, in March, North and South Yemen made up their 
differences and signed an agreement to discuss unification of the two 
countries. The Saudis then blocked the supply of U.S. equipment, 
and the Russians promptly offered to sell the North Yemenis T-62 
tanks and MiG-21 fighters. The Yemenis quickly accepted. Their 
officer corps, trained in Russian techniques and language, was 
reluctant to switch to U.S. material, and the Soviet financial terms 
were judged to be more attractive. The Saudi financing meanwhile 
signified increased dependence on that country. By the year’s end 
the Soviet military mission in North Yemen had risen to six hundred 
men, compared with a U.S. mission of around one hundred and a 
Saudi team estimated at thirty. By June 1980, the resident U.S. 
team had fallen to eight military advisers. 7 

There is an additional, and ironic, footnote to this North Yemeni 
episode. As the U.S. military attache in North Yemen at the time, 
Lieutenant Colonel John Ruszkiewicz, was later to report, the 
intelligence estimates upon which U.S. policy had been based were 
false. Indeed, they were falsified , by Saudi and U.S. officials eager to 
invent a U.S.-Soviet confrontation that did not exist. According to 
Ruszkiewicz the reports sent to Washington on the 1979 Yemeni 
conflict by the American Embassy in Sanaa (the North Yemeni 
capital) were ‘greatly exaggerated’. When Ruskiewicz complained 
about this to higher authorities, he was told: ‘If Yemen had not 
happened at that particular time, it would have been invented.’ The 
military attache’s conclusion is worth repeating, since it somewhat 
belies the official account of a Soviet ‘blueprint’ for Middle East domi¬ 
nation: ‘It seems to me we disastrously escalated our involvement 
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in Vietnam as a result of an attack on an American warship in the 
Gulf of Tonkin which never occurred. I cannot help but view what 
happened in Yemen as a Middle East version of the Gulf of Tonkin 
incident.’ 8 

The Arab-Israeli Dispute 

For the Arabs, the central issue in Middle Eastern politics remains 
the Arab-Israeli dispute. Here the Russians are in a difficult 
position. They have lost the influence they once had over Egypt and 
have been excluded from the negotiation process. Because of Saudi 
domination over the rejectionist camp, they are only on the sidelines 
as far as Sadat’s opponents are concerned. They criticize U.S. 
policy, denounce Camp David, and call for a reconvening of the 
Geneva Conference. Some see the Soviet policy as a destructive and 
clearly ‘unhelpful’ contribution to detente. The Chinese, who 
endorsed Sadat, attribute the divisions in the Arab world to Soviet 
‘trouble-making’. However, closer analysis of this matter yields a 
rather different picture. 9 

First, the Russians do not oppose the existence of an Israeli state. 
They were among the first to recognize the state of Israel, and, 
although they broke diplomatic relations in 1967, they have never 
(in contrast to the Chinese) denied Israel’s right to exist. They argue 
the only viable solution to be one that allows for the existence of both 
a Palestinian state and the state of Israel. They base their policy on 
U.N. Resolution 242 of 1967, and insist that Israel return to its 1967 
boundaries. Throughout their relations with Arab states, they have 
never wavered on this point: they have, at the same time, never 
persuaded any Arab state to agree with them. As we shall see at the 
end of this chapter, the sustained divergence of the Soviets and the 
Arabs on this point is the basis upon which the Islamic delusion of a 
‘Zionist-communist conspiracy’ is built. 

Second, Soviet arms supplies have never been such as to give the 
Arab states overall military superiority. They have been sufficient to 
give them the ability to resist Israeli attacks (in 1955, and again after 
1967) or to launch a limited war (in 1973), the purpose of which was 
to reach a negotiated settlement. Some controversy surrounds the 
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Soviet role in the 1973 war, when the Arabs launched a surprise 
attack: the Russians seem to have suspected that something was 
afoot, and they tried, obliquely, to warn the Americans of this; but 
there is no evidence that they planned or instigated the war, and 
their re-supply and negotiation policies during it were designed to 
maintain the Arab position in the event of a ceasefire. Nor is there 
evidence that they seriously considered sending troops to the Mid¬ 
dle East during this war (the supposed reason for Nixon’s 25 
October nuclear alert). 10 Soviet arms policy has always been gov¬ 
erned by political considerations and correspondingly restricted: 
the Russians often quarrelled with the Egyptians over arms sup¬ 
plies, and have done so more recently with Syria. To make an 
obvious point in this context: they have never acceded to Arab 
requests for nuclear weapons, despite the fact that Israel is known to 
have an almost immediate nuclear capacity. 

Third, Soviet support for the Palestinians has been qualified and 
was slow to develop. Although the U.S.S.R. is on record as support¬ 
ing the 1948 partition plan, it did not (unlike the Chinese) endorse 
the P.L.O. when it was founded in 1964. Official support came 
much more slowly. The first time Arafat visited Moscow he did so as 
part of Nasser’s delegation in 1968; he had to hide inside the plane 
until the official ceremonies on the tarmac were over. Arafat’s first 
two visits in his own right (February 1970, September 1971) were as 
a guest of the Soviet Afro-Asian Solidarity Organization, and he did 
not receive a state welcome from the Russians until July 1972. Full 
Soviet diplomatic recognition of the P.L.O. came only during 
Arafat’s visit to Moscow in October 1981. In the late 1960s, the 
dominant mood among Palestinians was extremely anti-Russian; 
the Soviets were seen as having betrayed the Arab cause and as 
refusing to assist the Palestinian movement. Nevertheless, while the 
Soviet press has always indicated official Soviet disapproval of 
terrorist actions - hijackings, the Munich massacre, etc. - relations 
with the P.L.O. have improved and Moscow has become a cham¬ 
pion of a Palestinian state, and a major arms supplier to the 
Palestinian movement. The Soviets have also encouraged a rap¬ 
prochement between the P.L.O. and the pro-Soviet communist 
party inside Israel, Rakah. But they have continued to stress the 
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need for Palestinian unity, and publicly to diverge from the Palesti¬ 
nians on the central issue of Israel’s right to exist. They still do not 
accept the P.L.O. as the sole representative of the Palestinian 
people. Even those sections of the P.L.O. who support the estab¬ 
lishment of a separate Palestinian state tend to see it as an intermedi¬ 
ate step towards a final single entity, whereas Russia, basing itself on 
its 1948 position, envisages the two-state solution as permanent. 

Fourth, while Soviet reaction to Camp David has been one of 
hostility, and while this is cast in the West as another sign of Soviet 
competitiveness at the expense of peace, the matter is somewhat 
more complicated than that. First of all, the Russians are opposed to 
step-by-step solutions, which they believe cannot work in the end. 
They say that Sadat’s failure to achieve a comprehensive solution 
will, by provoking strong reactions, make it more difficult to reach a 
full agreement on the Palestinian question. Secondly, they believe 
that any solution negotiated by outside powers should be brought 
about bilaterally, by joint U.S.-Soviet negotiation. During the 1967 
and 1973 wars, for example, they worked with Western diplomats to 
arrange for ceasefires. They were particularly enraged when the 
November 1977 initiatives by Sadat and the U. S. came within weeks 
of an important joint U. S.-Soviet declaration that they hoped would 
lead to a new bilateral initiative. One could take this a stage further: 
rather than their hostility to Camp David being against detente, part 
of the Soviet interpretation of detente is that mediation of this kind 
must be carried out through joint initiatives. This is necessary, they 
argue, to avoid one side using mediation for partisan purposes. 
They can hardly be accused of paranoia in this regard, since 
Kissinger made eminently clear that one of the aims of his diploma¬ 
cy was precisely to seal the eviction of the Russians from the Middle 
East by arranging an Arab-Israeli settlement. His memoirs make 
clear just how Kissinger sought to manage this issue. 11 One could, 
moreover, compare this with cases where the Russians have attemp¬ 
ted mediation: their negotiation between India and Pakistan, the 
Tashkent Summit of 1966, was not carried out in such a way as to 
dislodge the U.S. from its client in the dispute (Pakistan). And 
when the Russians tried to mediate between Ethiopia and Somalia in 
the spring of 1977, this cost them the friendship of a state that had 
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previously been allied with them (Somalia). This latter case also 
reveals just how unhelpful Washington can be: Somalia’s intransi¬ 
gence was, as will be shown below, encouraged by the Carter 
Administration. 

Underlying these positions is an important difference in emphasis 
between the Soviet and Arab views of this question: while for the 
Arabs the Palestine issue is, at least officially, the central question in 
contemporary Middle Eastern politics, this is not so for the Rus¬ 
sians. They see the balance of East-West relations and the protec¬ 
tion of Russian security as more important than local disputes, 
however volatile or agonizing the latter may be. Indeed, below the 
surface of Russian commentary upon this question, it is possible to 
detect a note of irritation and even exasperation at the intransigent 
tone which the Arab states and the Palestinians have adopted on the 
question. Time and again, in official meetings, the Russian repre¬ 
sentatives have tried to persuade their Arab interlocutors to accept 
the principle of an Israeli state, and the Russian press has clearly 
condemned acts of terrorism by Palestinians. The initial Russian 
advance in the Arab world, the 1955 arms deal with Egypt, was 
designed not to enable Nasser to defeat Israel but to give support to 
Egypt and thereby undermine the Baghdad Pact which Dulles was 
establishing at that time. Soviet thinking on the Palestine question 
has certainly shifted somewhat since then, and now acknowledges 
the justice of the Palestinian cause itself; but the framework remains 
a broader one, of ensuring a just and lasting settlement of a dispute 
that could explode into a major world conflict, in a region near the 
borders of the U.S.S.R. itself. 

The results of this discord have been profound. Western com¬ 
mentators concerned about Soviet ‘expansionism’ in the Arab world 
may tend to overlook the fact that in addition to their charges, there 
are two other critiques of Soviet policy which start from different 
positions altogether, namely those of the Middle Eastern left, and of 
the militant Islamic right. 

For the Arab and Iranian lefts, Russian policy in the Middle East 
has not been ‘expansionist’, rather, it has not been active enough: 
Moscow has desisted from support of revolutionary movements in 
the region in order to consolidate relations with nationalist govern- 
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ments and to appease the imperialist countries. This critique began 
with the decision by Lenin and his associates to work with the 
nationalist governments of Turkey and Iran in 1921. It was greatly 
strengthened by Soviet support for military regimes in the 1950s 
and 1960s at the expense of local communists. Even where no 
Russian acceptance of the established power existed, Moscow has 
shown itself hesitant about supporting guerrilla movements - the 
Algerian F.L.N., the P.L.O., the Omani guerrillas, and now the 
Polisario Front of the Western Sahara. In the late 1960s especially, 
Russian policy was anathema throughout much of the Arab left: 
Soviet ‘revisionism’ was condemned for its hostility to guerrilla 
struggle. Whereas Soviet military and economic aid is seen in 
Western eyes as being used to guarantee political influence, the 
left critique argues that this aid has been too little and too exploita¬ 
tive. 

As we have already seen in Chapter 3, the Chinese have engaged 
in a sustained propaganda campaign against Soviet policy in the 
Middle East, with the tone of this campaign varying in accordance 
with the current themes of Chinese foreign policy. In the 1960s, 
Peking’s critique focused on what were supposedly Russian com¬ 
promises and failures to adequately support the Arab and socially 
revolutionary causes. Since the early 1970s, however, Chinese 
criticism has focused on the opposite - Moscow’s supposedly 
excessive interference in and hostility to legitimate governments. 
Whereas in the mid 1960s China was the more militant supporter 
of the P.L.O. and accused Russia of collusion with the Shah, China 
later praised Sadat’s initiatives, and attributed the Shah’s fall to 
Soviet ‘subversion’. This Chinese shift highlights what is in fact a 
reversal in their critique of the Soviet role: in the 1970s they claimed 
there was too much Soviet involvement in the region (a point shared 
with the Western picture); in the 1960s Soviet involvement was too 
little (a point shared with the Arab left). 12 

The Islamic critique may at first sight appear to be less substan¬ 
tive than those of Western commentators or the Arab left, but is 
probably the one that most people in the Middle East actually 
believe - itself a political fact of some importance. It is also not as 
totally ideological as might at first appear. This Islamic view, long 
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propounded by the Saudis and now echoed in Iran, charges that the 
Soviet Union has withheld support for the ‘Arab’ cause, and that 
this restraint has prevented the Arabs from clinching victory over 
Israel. It was a stock-in-trade of Sadat’s rhetoric - as it once was of 
Qaddafi’s. It serves to divert attention from what are often weak¬ 
nesses within the Arab states themselves. But this critique of Russian 
policy goes on to argue that the U.S.S.R. has in fact been one of the 
forces sustaining Israel, a claim that draws on some potent if 
somewhat veiled racist themes within the Islamic world-view itself. 
The Arab states have not forgotten the important support given to 
the nascent state of Israel by Stalin in 1948; nor the fact that most of 
those who control Israel to this day were born in Eastern Europe 
(‘the Pole Begin’, etc.); nor that since 1967 the U.S.S.R. has allowed 
Jews to emigrate to Israel. Such emigration is seen as being a form of 
military support to Israel, given that many of the Jews involved have 
militarily usable skills and are of military service age. Not only the 
Saudis, but also Iraq and Libya raise this issue, and it serves to offset 
the impact of Soviet arms sales to the Arab world. 

For the Saudis themselves and for Khomeini the matter does not, 
however, stop here. Much as this may surprise Senator Henry 
Jackson, it is widely held in the Arab world that Zionism is identical 
with, or related to, communism. For the core argument of the 
Islamic right is simply that communism and Zionism are two heads 
of the same beast. The late King Feisal called on his people ‘to 
oppose all doctrines founded by the Zionists - the corrupt doctrines, 
the atheist communist doctrines which seek to deny the existence of 
God and to deviate from faith and from our Islamic religion’. In a 
later interview, Feisal’s successor, King Khaled, tells us: ‘We 
regard Zionism, communism and colonialism as a trinity allied 
against Arab and Islamic rights and aspirations. Our policy is based 
on that understanding, and it is natural for us to be always subjected 
to biased and poisonous campaigns at the hand of that very trinity.’ 13 
The most base cliches of European fascism, linking comm u nism 
and Jewry, can be found in the propaganda of this militant, and it 
must be emphasized, very widespread Islamic propaganda. Despite 
the fact that in 1926 the U.S.S.R. was the very first country in the 
world to recognize the Saudis as rulers of Arabia, and despite recent 
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Soviet support for the widespread Arab rejection of Sadat, such is 
this Saudi hostility to Russia that to this day there are no diplomatic 
relations between Moscow and Riyadh. In Khomeini’s Iran, Islamic 
rhetoric lashes out equally at left and right: the Jews in Palestine, the 
Ethiopian army in Eritrea, the revolutionary regime in Afghanistan 

- all are co mmuni st armies sent to attack Islam. From an apparently 
more left-wing stance, the Iraqi Baath Party has taken to discredit¬ 
ing its rival Communist Party by publicizing the latter’s links to the 
‘Zionist’ Communist Party of Israel. If the West feels discomfited by 
its loss of influence over Arab states after Camp David, or over Iran, 
it should remember that these developments (combined with 
Afghanistan) have brought no rapprochement between the coun¬ 
tries concerned and the Soviet Union. Indeed these developments 
and the rise of militant Islamic forces have, if anything, only 
lowered Soviet influence still further by stealing from it even the 
possibility of championing anti-imperialist causes. We have seen the 
perverse result of this dilemma within which Soviet policy has been 
trapped: the greatest defeat of U.S. policy in the Arab world was the 
rejection by the majority of Arab states of the Camp David agree¬ 
ment of 1978. Yet this setback for Washington brought little benefit 
to the U.S.S.R. The conservative Arab states still declined to 
recognize Moscow, and the anti-American uproar throughout the 
Arab world coincided with a shift by one of Moscow’s strongest 
allies, Iraq, into a more anti-communist stance. As Arab politicians 
railed against the Kha’en (traitor) Sadat and his capitulation to 
Washington, the firing squads were being lined up in Baghdad to 
execute members of the local pro-Soviet Communist Party. 

A net deficit 

The decline in Soviet influence within the Arab world has in some 
measure been offset by increased influence in some non-Arab states 

- Ethiopia, Afghanistan - and by a certain consolidation in the most 
peripheral of Arab states, South Yemen. This process will be 
addressed in Part II, and has underlain the rise of the Arc of Crisis 
emergency for the West. In the Arab world, however, the Soviet 
record has been a negative and in many ways a disastrous one for the 
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Russians, the exception of South Yemen not being enough to 
compensate in any way for the losses of Egypt, Somalia, Iraq and 
Sudan. Despite its clear and more favourable stand on the Palesti¬ 
nian question, the U.S.S.R. has retained little influence on the 
diplomatic processes involved in Arab-Israeli negotiations. Yet 
despite its weak hold on events the Soviet Union now finds itself 
faced with a new American build-up in the Arab world precisely on 
the grounds that Soviet policy is supposed to be threatening the 
West’s vital interests there. 

Both Western and Soviet commentators have tended to see the 
Arab world in bi-polar terms, viewing losses to their own side as 
gains to the other, and vice-versa. But this is not a zero-sum 
situation: the difficulties that the West has encountered in regard to 
the Arab world have not correlated with a commensurate rise in 
Soviet influence. Soviet expectations that nationalist and thereby 
anti-imperialist regimes would become reliable allies of theirs, and 
potential converts to socialism, have proven unfounded. In his 
encounters with Arab leaders, Nikita Khrushchev used to urge 
them to lay less stress on the supposed common bond of Arab 
brotherhood and more on class factors underlying the politics of the 
Middle East: ‘Arab nationalism is not the zenith of happiness,’ he 
once told a visiting Egyptian delegation led by Anwar Sadat. During 
a visit to Egypt in 1964, Khrushchev went even further in his attack 
upon the classless character of Arab unity slogans, by asking 
Egyptian trade unionists what they had in common with the Amir of 
Kuwait: ‘There is some little ruler sitting there, an Arab of course, a 
Muslim. He is giving bribes. He lives the life of the rich, but he is 
trading in the wealth of his people. He never had any conscience and 
he will never have any. Will you come to terms with him on 
unification? It is easier to eat three puds of salt than to reach an 
agreement with him, although you are both Arabs and Muslims.’ 14 
In more delicate tones, Russian writers on the ‘non-capitalist road’ 
have tried to stress the progressive class character behind Arab 
nationalism which, under proper guidance, could enable the Arab 
world to make a transition to socialism. But the turn of events has 
forced the Russians to reconsider their theories of the ‘non-capitalist 
road’ and to look more sceptically at apparently radical nationalist 
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regimes. If the West finds dealing with the Arab world difficult, it 
should not be forgotten how intractable and unrewarding the 
Russians have found it, too. 

The decline in Soviet influence in the main countries of the Arab 
world has, however, coincided with the dramatic increase in Soviet 
influence on the periphery - in Ethiopia, South Yemen and Afgha¬ 
nistan - and with the fall of Western positions in Iran. As already 
noted, this process has coincided with the realization that the 
United States will for some years be importing some supplies of oil 
from the Persian Gulf. It is in this context, one largely external to the 
Arab world as such, that the Arc of Crisis theory and allegations of 
an adventurist new Soviet foreign policy have arisen. 


Part II 

The Arc of Crisis 


5 

The Four Crisis Countries: Iran, 
Afghanistan, South Yemen, Ethiopia 


As we have seen, the concept of the ‘Arc of Crisis’ came into being 
towards the end of 1978 as the New Cold War gathered force. This 
image had its roots both in regional developments (a set of revolu¬ 
tionary upsurges, with advances in Soviet influence) and in factors 
intrinsic to the West itself (increasing energy dependence, a growth 
in Russophobic attitudes). Within this generally alarmist perspec¬ 
tive, there are variants of the ‘Arc’ theme: a strong version attributes 
all threatening developments to Soviet instigation, and a weaker one 
stresses Soviet ‘exploitation’ of these developments, even where 
Moscow was not behind everything that occurred. Yet even expo¬ 
nents of this weaker version insist on Soviet ‘responsibility’ for the 
larger pattern of instability, and stress the need for Western counter¬ 
measures. Kissinger is one such advocate, and successive Secretaries 
of Defense have advocated the formation of a Rapid Deploy¬ 
ment Force precisely on the grounds that it is needed to cope with 
‘turbulence’ that could open the way for Soviet advances. Secretary 
of State Haig’s pursuit of a ‘strategic consensus’ in the Middle East 
in early 1981 was a continuation of this process. 

The logic of much of the ‘Arc’ discussion is unsound: it involves a 
‘deductivist’ approach masquerading as an ‘inductivist’ one, i.e. it 
pretends to prove its general case by using a set of specific examples. 
But what it is really doing is to interpret these examples jn the light 
of an already accepted and unstated general theory: e.g. Soviet 
advances in South Yemen ‘prove’ that Russia is an expansionist 
power trying to throttle the West’s oil supplies. Yet if one looks a 
little closer it turns out that the events in South Yemen have been 
explicated on the basis of prior assumptions about what Soviet 
policy is. In the discussion that follows, we will reject this ahistorical 
approach and attempt to discover what really occurred in Iran, 
Afghanistan, South Yemen and Ethiopia - the four Arc countries 
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that are normally singled out as cases of Soviet instigation that 
justify a stronger response from the West. A reconstruction of the 
record allows a rather different picture to emerge, one that contrasts 
not just with the simplistic alarmism of the hardliners, but also with 
the somewhat more subtle perspective of a Kissinger. Since so much 
is supposedly ‘proven’ by events in these four countries, such an 
investigation may clear away some misconceptions. It may also yield 
a quite distinct critique of Soviet policy. 

Extrapolating from the variations and repetitions, the argument 
for a Western counter-offensive can be summarized under three 
headings: 

7. External causation. During the late 1970s, a series of Asian and 
African regimes sympathetic to the West have been overthrown 
and/or regimes sympathetic to the Soviet Union have been estab¬ 
lished. This is, more or less, attributed to Soviet ‘interference’. 
These developments are especially clear in four countries: Iran, 
Afghanistan, South Yemen, Ethiopia. Events in these countries 
must be seen primarily in terms of the strategic relationship between 
East and West, and as deliberate advances by the Soviet Union. 

2. U.S. ‘ innocence ’. The U.S. role in this has been an innocent one, 
based on un warranted passivity and a misplaced commitment to 
non-involvement. Crippled by Congressional constraints on both 
covert and overt military action, and weighed down by a ‘post- 
Vietnam complex’, the United States lost the initiative in this region 
in the late 1970s. 

3. A Soviet ‘grand design ’. The Soviet Union is an expansionist 
power bent on implementing a ‘master plan (that goes back to 
czarist times) of breaking through to the Indian Ocean. Local forces 
are, wittingly or not, its clients or ‘surrogates’ and are acting at its 
behest. Although he qualifies his statements, Kissinger, as we have 
noted, argues in a similar way: ‘We simply do not understand that 
what happened in the Horn of Africa had a geopolitical design, 
independent of any specific action that the Soviet Union might have 
undertaken.’ 
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An alternative to this interpretation of the Soviet role in the Arc 
countries is an essential component of any reconstituted, balanced 
analysis of the region. 

1. Internal causation. Instead of arguing that the upheavals in these 
countries are primarily fostered from outside, it can be shown that 
in each of the four principal countries concerned the fundamental 
changes were p rimar ily due to the evolution of identifiable internal 
conflicts. The Soviet Union played no instigatory role in these 
evolutions. The similarity of the four countries is not due therefore 
to their common fate as victims of Soviet designs, but rather from 
the fact that, in each, autonomous revolutionary processes have 
matured in such a way that the interests of the United States have 
been reduced. 

2. U.S. instigation. Where there was an external catalyst, it came 
from the West or the West’s allies. The U.S. responsibility in these 
situations, moreover, has been greater than the rightist critics have 
conceded. In two of these states, Iran and Ethiopia, popular explo¬ 
sions owed their ferocity partly to long years of repression, for which 
the United States bears much responsibility. Furthermore, U.S. 
interference, directly or via U.S. junior allies, has remained a factor 
in the radicalization of each of the four countries concerned. 


’! 3. Soviet reactions. The Soviet Union certainly has taken advantage 

of these developments and plays an increasingly visible role, where 
the situation allows. But this is quite different from claiming that 
the Soviet Union has stage-managed events, or that it is somehow 
behaving as an ‘imperialist’ power. It also overstates the degree of 
current Soviet control over these countries and the benefit that 
Moscow derives from its alliances with them. 


Takin g each of the four countries in turn, it is possible to give a 
summary of the changed political situation from 1978 onwards, 
beginning with Iran. 
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Iran: a populist revolution 

At the beginning of 1978, the active opposition to the Shah seemed 
to be confined to the urban middle class and to students, yet by mid 
January these forces had been joined by the religious officials, the 
mullahs. They in turn mobilized the mass of urban poor in a series of 
street demonstrations from February onwards. By September, the 
Shah had to impose martial law, and by the end of the year, after 
three months of strikes, he had been persuaded to leave the country 
(at least temporarily) by the Carter administration. This he did on 
16 January 1979, and on 10-n February a mass uprising put 
Khomeini’s followers in power. 

The causes of this very deep-rooted and rapidly expanding 
pop ular movement are, essentially, three: first, a political revolt 
a gains t twenty-five years of monarchical dictatorship; secondly, a 
social revolt against the increasing inequities and material problems 
associated with the pattern of capitalist development in Iran; and 
thirdly, a nationalist and Islamic revolt against the imposition of 
Western advisers and culture upon Iran, coupled with Iran’s sub¬ 
servience to Washington in regional affairs. The causes of the 
movement were pre-eminently internal to Iran, and the one critical 
source of external instigation was the Ayatollah Khomeini, the 
Ir anian religious leader whom the Shah had exiled in 1964. Some 
Western commentators have tried to claim that there was Soviet 
influence - either directly, or indirectly via Libya. Former C.I.A. 
director Richard Helms and British journalists Robert Moss and 
Lord Chalfont have tried their hand at this, and U.S. politicians 
have talked in vague terms about Soviet ‘interference’ in Iran. 1 But 
this is untenable - not least because the Islamic movement in Iran is 
so anti-communist. There is no need to invoke outside influence to 
explain the spread and ferocity of the 1978-9 popular revolution in 
Iran. In so far as this revolution was partly caused by outside 
interference it was that of the United States — which sustained the 
Pahlavi monarchy for so long, and thereby provoked a nationalist 
counter-reaction. 2 

Events since the fall of the Shah have hardly confirmed the idea 
that it was all a communist conspiracy, or indeed that the pro-Soviet 
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forces played a major role at all. The orientation of Iran’s political 
leadership, and in particular that of the Ayatollah Khomeini, has 
been ferociously anti-communist. In a major speech on the occasion 
of the Persian New Year, on 21 March 1980, Khomeini denounced 
‘the plunderers and occupiers of the aggressive East’, and ‘the 
so-called supporters of the working class’ who had seized Afghanis¬ 
tan. A month later, on 28 April, he said that the government should 
show no leniency or forgiveness to the leftist groups opposing him in 
Kurdistan. When I met Iranian Foreign Minister Ibrahim Yazdi in 
Tehran in August 1979, most of the interview consisted of a long 
denunciation of the supposed iniquities of Marxism and commun¬ 
ism. Hundreds of leftists have been attacked, imprisoned or killed 
by the Islamic Guards, with Khomeini’s tacit agreement. Some 
Western writers have tried to make out that individual members of 
Khomeini’s entourage, such as Sadegh Ghotbzadeh, Foreign Minis¬ 
ter during the hostage crisis, are secretly leftists; but this is un¬ 
founded speculation. 3 Indeed, it was Ghotbzedeh who led Muslim 
attempts to coordinate support for the Afghan rebels, and who was 
then most strongly denounced by the Russians and by Iranian 
co mmuni sts. Considerable effort was expended in the U.S. press in 
trying to establish that the students who seized the American 
hostages in Tehran in November 1979 were leftists; but all available 
evidence shows that they were mainly right-wing zealots, follow¬ 
ers of the radical group of Dr Peiman — the Movement of Muslim 
Stragglers - and that they resisted later attempts by left-wingers to 
participate in the occupation of the American Embassy. 4 

Soviet policy toward Khomeini’s government has been cautious. 
In keeping with its general abstentionist response to difficult issues, 
the Soviet press did not devote much coverage to Iran in 1979; it did 
welcome the nationalization measures and Iran’s departure from 
CENTO, and it criticized the repression of the Kurds in August. 
The stro ng est criticism came late in 1979 in an article written by the 
infl uential commentator, central committee member and Brezhnev 
speech-writer, Alexander Bovin; but this aroused protests from the 
Iranian government, and Foreign Minister Andre Gromyko person¬ 
ally intervened to stop any similar views from being repeated. 5 
Western critics often point to the case of the National Voice of Iran, 
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a Persian-language programme beamed from Baku in Soviet Azer¬ 
baijan, which has been more outspokenly critical of the West than 
the Russian government; but while this radio is certainly an arm of 
the Soviet state, it has by all accounts a small audience in Iran itself 
and can hardly be held responsible for the course of events there. 

Soviet policy on the hostages issue was inconsistent. The pro- 
Soviet forces inside Iran had nothing to do with the hostages’ 
seizure, and soon after 4 November the Soviet Union made clear its 
position against hostage-taking, in the U.N. Security Council vote 
and in the International Court at The Hague. Visitors to the Soviet 
Union were assured that the Russians do not endorse such actions. 
Yet after the first weeks, the emphasis of Russian commentary 
seemed to change. This was as a result of (a) the crisis over the 
intervention in Afghanistan which came six weeks later; and (b) the 
threat of direct U.S. action against Iran in connection with the 
seizure of the hostages. In this new context, the overriding concern 
of Soviet policy became that of preventing an American intervention 
in Iran, which would have faced the Russians with difficult and 
potentially humiliating choices. The second Soviet goal was to rally 
maximum sympathy to its own cause in order to head off Iranian 
hostility over Afghanistan. From the start of 1980, therefore, the 
Russians played down their criticism over the seizing of the hos¬ 
tages, even though the Iranian action represented a form of political 
practice that they would not endorse. 

Soviet relations with Tehran improved somewhat in the latter 
part of 1980 following the Iraqi attack upon Iran. The Soviet Union 
remained neutral in this war, and repeated its view that military 
action could not solve disputes of this kind. In the fight of the fact 
that Moscow had a treaty with Iraq, its neutrality could be seen as a 
‘tilt’ to Iran: yet too much should not be read into this. Moscow had 
taken up the same position during the previous spate of hostilities 
between the two countries, in 1969, at a time when the Shah was in 
power. The one area where some closer collaboration developed was 
in the economic field, and in early December 1980 the two countries 
agreed to increase trade; this was especially useful to Iran in the fight 
of the Iraqi attacks on Iranian ports in the Gulf. Inside Iran, the 
pro-Soviet Tudeh Party appeared to enjoy an official indulgence not 
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extended to other parties of the left. It was able to publish its 
newspaper Mardom more or less unmolested, and it reciprocated by 
craven endorsement of the Islamic authorities. Yet this alliance was 
■ not all that substantial: Iranian officials continued to berate the 
Russians for their role in Afghanistan; Radio Iran began broadcast- 
| ing agitatory programmes to Soviet Central Asia; and no major 
t military agreements were reached, despite Iran’s need for arms in 
the face of the Iraqi attack. Nevertheless, the Russians were particu¬ 
larly sympathetic to the Iranian position in the last weeks of the 
hostage affair. They repeated Iranian claims that U.S. forces in the 
Gulf were about to invade Iran, and that the hostages were'brain- 
} washed after their release. It seems that the Propaganda Depart¬ 
ment of the Central Committee had issued instructions to this effect 
in order to win favour with the Iranians. 6 

This policy shift is, however, quite distinct from any direct Soviet 
influence on events in Iran, such influence re maining ., by all 
accounts, singularly low. Overall, the Russians have made little 
contribution to the course of events in pre- and post-revolutionary 
Iran. While no one can say what will happen in the future, and while 
the turmoil of the Iranian revolution is probably still in its earlier 
stages, enough is known to be able to reject the claim that the Soviet 
Union, or pro-Soviet groups, played a substantial role in the 
overthrow of the Shah or in the affairs of the first republican 
government. 

Afghanistan: transformation from above? 

Afghanistan poses a different set of questions. Here it is necessary to 
separate discussion of the April 1978 coup, which brought a pro- 
Soviet government to power, from the events of December 1979, in 
which tens of thousands of Soviet troops entered the country. 7 Long 
before the Soviet intervention of 1979, it was common to hear 
Western commentators talking blithely in terms of a ‘Soviet- 
supported’ coup. The coup in question, that of 27 April 1978, 
overthrew the government of President Mohammed Daud, which 
had itself come to power through a coup in July 1973. The 
April revolution installed a new regime headed by President Nur 
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Mohammad Taraki. To all intents and purposes, this new Afghan 
regime was controlled by the People’s Democratic Party of 
Afghanistan (P.D.P.A.), which had grown out of an underground 
communist group established in 1965. 

The P.D.P.A. was certainly pro-Moscow in orientation, and the 
Afghan Army has for the past twenty years or so been almost 
entirely equipped and trained by the Soviet Union. But does this 
mean that the Russians instigated the coup? No. Closer examination 
shows that the causes of the April events were, again, predominant¬ 
ly internal; the main outside influence was a rightist one, namely from 
Iran. Daud had initially allied with part of the P.D.P.A. (it was split 
into two factions from 1967 to 1977) and had promised radical 
changes, such as land reform. But after 1974, and under increasing 
pressure from the Shah - by now playing his counter-revolutionary 
regional role - Daud abandoned his earlier promises. He broke with 
the P.D.P.A., reached economic agreements with the Shah that 
were generally felt in Afghanistan to be exploitative, abandoned 
Afghan support for the Pushtun and Baluchi peoples in Pakistan, 
and allowed officials from SAVAK, Iran’s secret police, to work 
within the Afghan state machine. 

Meanwhile the economy of Afghanistan was deteriorating. The 
population was rising faster than food output, unemployment was 
running over 20 per cent, a million Afghan men had been forced to 
emigrate to find work, and the foreign debt was mounting. Literacy 
was below 10 per cent and per capita income was $150 a year. By 
early 1978, a clash between Daud and the P.D.P.A. was inevitable; 
when Daud tried to arrest the P.D.P.A. leadership in early April, 
the party’s underground organization, well entrenched in the milit¬ 
ary but under the command of a civilian Central Committee mem¬ 
ber (Hafizullah Amin) struck back and seized power on 27 April. 
Here again a more detailed study of what went on inside these 
countries reveals that internal factors were the main determinants; in 
so far as there was any outside pressure, it came from Iran. 

The question of the Soviet role in the April 1978 coup may appear 
trivial in the light of what subsequently occurred. But it is not, 
precisely because it bears upon the question of whether or not Soviet 
policy is dictated by a deliberate expansionist thrust; and interpreta- 
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tion of the later Soviet intervention rests partly upon how the 1978 
coup is viewed. A State Department official whom I interviewed in 
April 1979 made clear that in his view the person mainly responsible 
for the coup had been Daud himself, who brought about the fall of 
his own government by provoking the left into a defensive reaction. 
This is borne out by the South Asian specialist Selig Harrison, who 
visited Kabul in 1977 and who was alarmed by what he saw as the 
Shah’s destabilizing role. He found Foreign Ministry officials in 
Tehran who ‘spoke confidently of the leverage that SAVAK was 
exercising on the Daud regime’, and he concluded: ‘Putin perspec- 
f tive, the 1978 Afghan coup emerges as one of the more disastrous 
i: legacies of the Shah’s ambitious effort to roll back Soviet influence 

' in surrounding countries and create a modern version of the ancient 

Persian Empire.’ 8 While Harrison argues that the Russians might 
have tried to react to the Shah’s policies at some future date, he 
maintains, by a careful reconstruction of events, that the coup was 
an improvised response to the assassination of a leading co mmuni st 
and the subsequent arrest of much of the P.D.P.A. leadership. 

Afghanistan was, long before this, a rather special case as far as 
Soviet policy in the region is concerned. Alone of the countries in the 
region, it was the one which Washington refused to aid substantially; 
the reason being that aid to Afghanistan would have antago¬ 
nized a more important candidate for U.S. support, namely Pakis¬ 
tan. Consequently, and despite the fact that Afghanistan was an 
extremely conservative country dominated by a semi-feudal monar¬ 
chy, it turned to Moscow for help and by the early 1960s relied on 
the U.S.S.R. for most of its trade and military assistance. Now, 
since the Soviet intervention of 1979, it has become conventional for 
Western commentators to talk of an underlying logic of Soviet 
‘expansionism’ in Afghanistan, going back to czarist times; yet this 
is historically untenable, since Russian policy in Afghanistan was 
politically neutral throughout the post-war period, up to the 1978 
crisis. Indeed it is worth quoting the words of one American ex¬ 
pert, Marshall Goldman, whose assessment of Soviet assistance to 
Afghanistan at the end of the 1960s was as follows: 

Soviet aid to Afghanistan has been immensely successful. The Russians 
have avoided most forms of political interference. Afghanistan has main- 
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tained its neutrality despite the nearness of its imposing neighbor and the 
remoteness of all forms of countervailing help. The Soviet Union has become 
Afghanistan’s most important trading partner, in many cases out of choice, 
not compulsion. Russian aid projects on the whole have been well suited to 
Afghanistan’s needs. Even American officials are hard pressed to find major 
flaws. It would be comforting to ascribe Russian success in Afghanistan to 
the proximity of the two countries, but this is not the complete answer. The 
record indicates that flexibility and determination to show that the Soviet 
Union can co-exist with a smaller nation have been of equal importance. 9 

The dramatic change of circumstances that took place in 1978 
came therefore as a result not of Russian but of Iranian interfer¬ 
ence. A clash between the incumbent President Daud and his 
left-wing opposition led to the latter coming to power through a 
military coup. The Soviet Union agreed to provide additional 
economic and military assistance to the new regime, which was 
headed by pro-Soviet communists. But the level of Russian pres¬ 
ence in Afghanistan only increased dramatically in mid 1979, when 
substantial rural resistance to the regime’s reforms broke out. Later 
in that year, the Russians tried to help a faction inside the govern¬ 
ment to remove the most hated man in the regime, Premier Hafizul- 
lah Amin, and it was only in December that they managed to do so. 
Amin had so weakened the structures of party and state and so 
inflamed the tribal rebellion by his repression that the Russians 
decided they could only restabilize the situation by sending in 
thousands of their own troops. This move was dictated by the 
internal situation in Afghanistan, i.e. the deterioration in the condi¬ 
tion of the new regime. It was not, so far as can be determined, part 
of a broader aggressive design in the Middle East. Indeed, viewed in 
terms of Soviet interests in South-west Asia as a whole, this move 
was counterproductive: it strengthened anti-communist sentiment 
in the Muslim world, especially in Iran, and legitimized a new level 
of U.S. intervention under the ‘Carter doctrine’, proclaimed in 
January 1980. 

Hence, contrary to the standard picture of Soviet policy pre¬ 
sented by its American opponents, the evidence indicates that the 
Russians tried their best to avoid going into Afghanistan directly. 
Indeed, they consistently resisted requests from Taraki and Amin 
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earlier in 1979 to do so. Moreover, it was a sign of how little the 
Russians actually controlled the situation inside the Afghan regime 
- even with their level of advisers and aid - that they could not 
deflect Amin from his self-destructive policies and were forced to try 
and get rid of him. The subsequent problems that the Russians have 
encountered in Afghanistan hardly confirm the idea that their policy 
there since 1978 has been part of some preconceived plan, or part of 
some broader expansionist drive, or that the P.D.P. A. has proved to 
be a pliant servant. The Soviet intervention has had mili tary 
benefits, but these were not a decisive motivation. If Taraki and 
Amin were indeed the ‘Soviet puppets’ that so much Western 
analysis made them out to be, then the record of their periods in 
power becomes even more unintelligible than it might otherwise be; 
for it was the mistakes of Afghan communists which created the 
crisis into which the Russians were reluctantly drawn. 

To argue this is not to accept the account which the Russians give 
of the events of December 1979, according to which the Soviet 
forces were invited in by the Afghan government to assist it in 
countering an external aggression. 10 Part of this account is true - the 
available evidence suggests that Hafizullah Amin did invite the 
Russian troops, and that he imagined that the forces which began 
arriving on 24 December were there to bolster his regime. 11 Western 
use of the term ‘invasion’ tends to obscure these facts. Moreover, 
elements of at least two Soviet divisions were already stationed in 
Afghanistan weeks before the late December invasion; this could 
only have been with the approval of Amin. Yet the Russian account 
is also untenable, for a number of reasons: (1) it omits the fact that 
the Russian forces, once they arrived, were used to replace Amin by 
the rival group led by Babrak Karmal; (2) it concocts a fantastic 
story according to which Amin was, in fact, a C.I. A. agent all along; 
(3) it exaggerates the level of external responsibility for the crisis in 
Afghanistan and thereby shifts blame from the P.D.P.A. and its 
Russian advisers whose repressive policies had, during the earlier 
months of 1979, done so much to antagonize the Afghan population. 
The fact that much of what Western sources have said about 
Afghanistan is untrue should not obscure the fact that the Russians 
have larded their tenuous case with lies of their own. The Russians 
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appear not to have wanted to combine the introduction of their I 

troops with the forcible removal of Amin; but it would seem that W 

their plans went awry and that, after failing to remove Amin by | 

political pressure, they were forced to impose a new leadership that | 

was then sustained by the intervention force. 12 ? 

There are several other aspects of the Afghanistan case and of its , | 

implications for Soviet policy in the region which need to be further | 

considered. These will be examined later, in Chapter 7. What 
concerns us here, however, is the question of how far the changes in , 

Afg hanistan - the April 1978 coup and the December I979interven- 
tion - can be seen as the results of Soviet instigation and long-term <; 

intentions. The conclusion that emerges from the evidence is that 
neither of these two crises was the product of a deliberate Soviet r 

initiative: the former reflected the explosion of internal tensions, 
aggravated by Iran; the latter was a Soviet response to its inability to 
influence the situation in Afghanistan, and the risks entailed by this 
turn of events. 

South Yemen: revolutionary outpost 
in the Arabian peninsula 

South Yemen is frequently cited as a country of which the Soviet 
Union somehow seized control through a coup in 1978. One cannot 
escape the impression that here, as in the case of the April 1978 
Afghan events, a general public ignorance provides the conditions 
in which most Western commentators, ranging from those of the 
Economist to Henry Kissinger, can talk of a ‘Soviet-backed coup .” 

This presentation of events in South Yemen is debatable on a 
number of counts: first, the coup attempt was a decidedly anti- 
Soviet one; second, Soviet influence in South Yemen has been 
preponderant since the late 1960s, and it is therefore misleading to 
describe the 1978 events as a turning point; third, the events in 
South Yemen came to a head above all because of increasing 
pressure imposed on that country by Saudi Arabia, and not through 
some form of Soviet ‘interference’; and finally, events subsequent to 
June 1978 cannot be explained if it is assumed that Moscow was from 
then on in control of the country. Let us now consider the evidence. 


The Four Crisis Countries 95 

South Yemen, an impoverished country of under two million 
people on the south-west corner of the Arabian peninsula, has been 
independent since the nationalist revolution triumphed in 1967. 14 
Since 1969, leading posts in the ruling National Liberation Front 
had been held by Abdul Fatah Ismail, the Secretary-General, and 
Salem Robea Ali, the Assistant Secretary-General and President of 
the country. Over the years, a number of divergences between the 
two emerged. These differences began with economic policy - 
whether to rely on the spontaneity of the masses (Salem Robea Ali), 
or on more orthodox centralized administrative procedure (Abdul 
Fatah Ismail) - and extended to what kind of party the N.L.F. 
should be - a militant if loosely structured group based on a strong 
ethnic element (Salem Robea Ali), or a more established formal 
structure modelled on the ruling parties of Eastern Europe (Abdul 
Fatah Ismail). 

These political differences - familiar from other revolutions - 
were interlaced with personal, factional and tribal animosities; but 
they also intersected with foreign relations. Beginning in 1975, 
Saudi Arabia made approaches to South Yemen, trying to persuade 
it to break its ties with the Soviet Union, and offered aid to Salem 
Robea Ali in his capacity as President; Abdul Fatah, meanwhile, 
wanted to continue the country’s close ties with the Soviet Union. 
This tentative opening was brought to an end by events in the Horn 
of Africa which provoked tension between South Yemen and the 
Saudis, and helped to polarize the conflict within the South Yemeni 
party. When the Russians were expelled from Somalia in November 
1977, they were forced to bring their naval equipment (in particular 
a dry dock) to South Yemen, thus acquiring a direct stake in the 
country which they had previously lacked. Conversely, the Saudis, 
angered by Yemeni resistance, cut off all aid and began to position 
troops along the frontier. And in North Yemen, in a field of conflict 
between forces sympathetic to either South Yemen or Saudi Arabia, 
the political situation also became much more acute, with the 
assassination of the moderate President Ibrahim al-Hamdi by Saudi 
agents in October 1977. By force of circumstance, South Yemen was 
therefore pushed much closer to the Soviet Union, and this in turn 
weakened the position of the President, Salem Robea Ali. 
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On 26 June 1978, after months of wrangling inside the N.L.F. 
over economic and international issues, Salem Robea Ali attempted 
a coup. But after some hours of fighting in Aden and in the town of 
Zinjibar, the coup failed. The President and some of his associates 
were executed. The debate inside the N.L.F. and the question of 
South Yemen’s foreign orientation was therefore settled for the time 
being. The Soviet Union certainly was influential in South Yemen 
before 26 June, and benefited from the defeat of Salem Robea Ah. 
But it is quite erroneous to attribute the cause of the events there to 
some Soviet design, and there is no evidence of a direct Russian role. 
As in Afghanistan, it was attempted interference by a Western ally, 
in this case Saudi Arabia, which must be the candidate for any 
external destabilizing role. 

South Yemen conducts its politics amid considerable secrecy, and 
there is therefore much ground for speculation that is, of necessity, 
only tenuously related to hard evidence. But the tenor of the way in 
which the 1978 events are presented in the West is such as to 
obscure the very basic and indisputable fact that South Yemen had 
been aligned with Moscow since 1969? and that this was a result of its 
exposed position in the predominantly conservative Arabian penin¬ 
sula. Moreover, the ‘Soviet coup’ theory makes the conventional 
mistake of assuming that all internal political conflicts are the 
product of external interference. There was no direct Russian role in 
June 1978. The claim that there was produced a curious paradox 
when, in April 1980, the main exponent of Soviet policy, Abdul 
Fatah Ismail, resigned from his positions as President and Secret¬ 
ary-General and was replaced by the then Prime Minister Ali Nasser 
Mohammad. 

The fall of Abdul Fatah Ismail was caused by many of the same 
factors that undermined Salem Robea Ali in 1978: disagreements 
over policy towards North Yemen were growing, the concentration 
of political power in presidential hands was resisted by other 
Politburo members, and the presidential failure to manage the 
economy encouraged opposition. Abdul Fatah Ismail had earlier 
triumphed and had fortified South Yemen’s alignment with the 
U.S.S.R. - symbolized by the signing of a twenty-year Treaty of 
Friendship - in expectation that the Soviets would respond with 
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greater material aid. Yet such aid was not forthcoming, and as a 
result a definite backlash occurred. Why the Russians failed to 
deliver is unclear: it may have been that, despite Abdul Fatah’s 
wishes, they were not yet fully confident of the general orientation of 
the Yemeni leadership; and/or it may be that the economic assist¬ 
ance capabilities of the Soviet Union had been stretched to the limits 
by the demands of Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Vietnam and Cuba. 
f Whatever the reason, the result was that by mid 1980 many of South 

I Yemen’s economic problems were being blamed upon the Russians, 

‘ and especially in Aden, where food shortages and cuts in electricity 
supply were laid at the door of the U.S.S.R. In such a situation, and 
with Abdul Fatah having visibly failed to obtain adequate funding 
from Moscow, the majority of the Politburo, including the powerful 
military leader Ali Antar, turned against him and voted him out of 
office - over the protests of the Soviet Ambassador. The fact that the 
Soviets had been very sympathetic to the former Minister of State 
Security, Mohammad Said Abdullah, who had been ousted in 
August 1979 and exiled to Ethiopia, was a further reason for 
widespread resentment. But once again it was the autonomous drive 
I of local politics - in spite of, not at the behest of outside powers - 
that shaped events in this country. In sum, the removal of Abdul 
Fatah Ismail was due to the failure of the Russians to capitalize on 
the opening which the leadership crisis of June 1978 had given 
them. 15 

Had the events of June 1978 constituted a ‘Soviet-backed coup’, it 
is im possible to explain the events of April 1980 in which the 
apparently secure Soviet grip was loosened. Needless to say, the 
publicity accorded the ‘Soviet-backed coup’ of 1978 by Western 
commentators was not accorded to the events of 1980 that negated 
the conventional view. 

Ethiopia: the response to invasion 

A comparable pattern of distortion can be discerned in coverage of 
Ethiopia. 16 From the end of the Second World War until 1974, the 
United States was well entrenched in Ethiopia, backing the archaic 
and repressive regime of Haile Selassie. Ethiopia, with a population 
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of 33 million and a land area of 397,000 square miles (of which 65 per 
cent can be used for agriculture), was the poorest country in Africa; 
in 1975, adult literacy was under 10 per cent, per capita income was 
$100, and life expectancy at birth was 38 years. Part of the responsi¬ 
bility for the continuation of this shameful situation must rest with 
the Western countries who maintained the regime and, in particu¬ 
lar, the 40,000-strong armed forces upon which it relied to remain in 
power. 

In February 1974 a popular movement, based on urban civilian 
protest and mutinies in the military, broke the power of the 
Emperor. He was deposed in September 1974 and replaced by a 
military ruling body, the Provisional Military Administrative Coun¬ 
cil (P.M.A.C.), which has been in power ever since. Was there any 
Soviet involvement in the events of 1974? None that has been 
demonstrated. There was no Communist Party, and the P.M. A.C. ’s 
ideology was, at best, an ill-defined form of nationalistic ‘Ethiopian 
Socialism’. Until early 1977, the P.M.A.C. maintained relations 
with the United States and, while a substantial military agreement 
was signed with Moscow in December 1976, this was not im¬ 
mediately honoured by the Russians. Why then was the P.M.A.C. 
able to strengthen its ties with the Soviet Union in 1977 and 1978? 
There are four main reasons. First, in February 1977 the United 
States cut off all military aid to Ethiopia in protest against the 
internal policies of the P.M.A.C., especially with regard to human 
rights. Secondly, in June-July 1977 Ethiopia was invaded by 
neighbouring Somalia at the active instigation of the conservative 
Arab states, particularly Saudi Arabia and Egypt, and, as will be 
explained below, with at least some direct encouragement from the 
United States. In this situation Ethiopia, cut off from its traditional 
source of arms, became reliant on the U.S.S.R. Thirdly, the Saudis 
and Egyptians were advocating a general policy of turning the Red 
Sea into an ‘Arab Lake’, and, while the demand of the Eritreans for 
independence was a legitimate one, the Arab states were manipulat¬ 
ing the Eritrean guerrillas and inciting the conservative Ethiopian 
Democratic Union (based in Somalia) in an attempt to bring down 
the P.M.A.C. Fourthly, the Soviet Union gave support to the 
radical social measures taken by P.M.A.C. inside Ethiopia (in 
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particular the land reform measures of March 1975), and was by 
then convinced of the dimensions of the Ethiopian revolution. 

This is not the place to go into the question of the P.M.A.C.’s 
internal policies with regard to human rights, and the nationalities 
in Ethiopia: as the reports of Amnesty International show, there is 
much to criticize there. 17 But the fact remains that the growth of 
Soviet and Cuban influence in Ethiopia, culminating in the despatch 
of thousands of troops and advisers in late 1977, was a reaction to 
events that the U.S.S.R. had not brought about. Quite simply, it 
was a response to the invasion of Ethiopia by Somalia. The revolu¬ 
tion itself was caused by predominantly internal factors, as was the 
case in Afghanistan and Iran; the subsequent radicalization of the 
international situation in the Horn of Africa was a result of the 
policies of Washington and its allies. 

It is conventionally asserted that Soviet policy in the Horn 
involved a ‘cynical’ switch from the weaker state, Somalia, to the 
stronger one, Ethiopia. Certainly the geopolitical advantages of an 
alliance with a potentially strong Ethiopia cannot have escaped 
Soviet decision-makers. But the evidence does not bear out the force 
of the ‘cynicism’ charge. First of all, the Russians waited for two and 
a half years before playing the Ethiopian card. A former high- 
ranking Ethiopian foreign office official, with access to the top 
government levels, told me in 1979 that the P.M.A.C. tried, from 
the first day of its coming to power, to acquire substantial quantities 
of Soviet equipment with which to face Somalia. The Russians, he 
told me, refused to meet these demands for fear of antago nizing 
Somalia and the Arab states, including Egypt, with whom it still 
retained some ties. Contrary to general belief about ‘pro-’ and ‘anti-’ 
Soviet factions, this was an option universally supported within the 
P.M.A.C., which was aware of the withholding of arms by the 
United States. It was the Soviet Union which would not comply. 
The turnaround in 1977 came not as a result of some change of mind" 
in Moscow, but because of the change in Somalia’s policy, which 
went on to the offensive against Ethiopia and turned against the 
U.S.S.R. Even here the Soviet response was controlled: the Rus¬ 
sians first tried mediation (the Podgorny and Castro missions); then 
in the summer they sent in limited supplies of arms - but to northern 
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Ethiopia, since they told the Ethiopians they could prevent a Somali 
attack in the south-east. The truly massive Eastern bloc interven¬ 
tion, involving a Soviet airlift and the deployment of several 
thousand Cuban troops, took place only after the Somalis had taken 
the further step of expelling the Russians and Cubans from their 
country. Somali President Siad Barre’s speech announcing the 
expulsions came on 13 November 1977; the Soviet airlift began on 
26 November; the Cuban forces started arriving in December. Even 
then, however, the arms and troops were used exclusively to push 
the Somalis out of Ethiopian territory; indeed, the Russians irri¬ 
tated the Ethiopians by pressuring them not to engage in hot pursuit 
and punitive raids into Somalia. Had they wanted to do so, the 
Cuban-Ethiopian forces could have invaded Somalia and 
threatened the Somali regime itself. 

Even after the Soviet and Cuban interventions in Ethiopia, the 
political process in that country remained far more independent of 
outside influence than was often believed, or than the Ethiopians 
and Russians themselves admitted. The majority of the Ethiopian 
military leadership had been trained in the United States and, 
despite their espousal of a new revolutionary politics, were critical of 
the U.S.S.R. Ethiopia differed with Moscow on a wide range of 
issues: on Eritrea where, despite the reprehensible Soviet assistance 
to the Ethiopians, there were considerable divergences (with the 
Russians favouring a negotiated rather than a military settlement); 
on the question of party-building, with both the Russians and 
Cubans trying to influence the formation of a new party and 
annoying the Ethiopians by bringing back into the country a leader 
of the left-wing Me’ison Party, Negede Gobezzie, who had fled 
Mengistu’s regime; on Zimbabwe, where the Ethiopians favoured 
Mugabe as against the Soviet-backed Nkomo; and on economic 
matters, where the Ethiopians delayed in working out repayment 
terms for the Soviet arms, resisted Soviet pressures to buy Ilyushins 
for Ethiopian Airlines, and expressed open dissatisfaction with the 
quality of Eastern block equipment, particularly East German 
tractors. 18 The P.M.A.C. itself reportedly contained a group of 
officers considered more sympathetic to the Soviet Union, but they 
remained in a less influential position than the more nationalist 
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forces loyal to Chairman Mengistu. As in South Yemen, it appears 
that, despite a general alliance with the Soviet Union, Ethiopia’s 
internal politics and policies remain largely beyond Soviet control. 
Indeed, the level of nationalist sentiment in Ethiopia is such that the 
Russians are likely to find their position there significantly reduced 
in the future, once the external threats facing the Ethiopians - in 
Eritrea and along the border with Somalia - are felt to have been 
overcome. 19 

These four summaries point to one fundamental conclusion: 
political change in these four ‘crisis’ countries was not controlled, 
dominated or even significantly manipulated by the Soviet Union. 
To use Kissinger’s idiom, it was not Moscow that set the rockslide in 
motion. There were, however, important consequences for the 
Soviet Union and advantages did arise, some of which were taken. 
This discussion forms the subject matter of Chapter 7. Before 
assessing the implications for Soviet policy, however, it is relevant 
to examine the crucial role which the West, despite appearances, 
played in these crises. It is this dimension which forms the topic of 
Chapter 6. 
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6 

The United States and Its Allies: 

The Fallacy of Inaction 

Since the prevailing view of events in the four ‘crisis countries’ is one 
that ascribes a leading role to Soviet policies, it may be easier to set 
this Soviet role in its proper perspective if other significant causal 
factors are re-introduced into the analysis. The U.S.S.R. has cer¬ 
tainly played an active role in the conflicts that have overtaken these 
four countries since the mid 1970s. The despatch of troops to 
Afghanistan and of military supplies to Ethiopia, to take the two 
most outstanding cases, are significant international initiatives, by 
any standards. But this does not prove that the U.S.S.R. is guilty of 
the New Cold War charges, nor that it was the only power to 
influence the course of events. Any full account of what happened in 
the Arc would have to give proper weight to the U.S. role in these 
events. To be sure, much of what is claimed by the Russians, or by 
the Iranians and Ethiopians, about the U.S. role is baseless or 
greatly exaggerated. It forms part of the persistent left-wing and 
Third World exaggeration of the role of the United States, the effect 
of which is to shift responsibility for all internal problems on to the 
actions of external powers. But conversely, the assumption of U.S. 
uninvolvement that underlies much Western discussion is also 
rather wide of the mark. One can, indeed, identify three types of 
U.S. contribution to the crises of the Arc, contributions that are 
conventionally overlooked in the New Cold War presentation of 
regional events. The first is a historical contribution: the impact of 
post-war U.S. policy on these countries. The second concerns the 
role which U.S. policy, and that of its regional allies, had in sparking 
off the crisis in question. The third concerns actions taken by the 
United States and its allies in influencing the course of events after 
the crises had begun. 


I The roots of revolution: 

Washington’s contribution 

In two of the four Arc countries, Iran and Ethiopia, the impetus for 
a mass revolution, and the depth of hatred ultimately unleashed, 
correlated with substantial U.S. support over a quarter of a century 
for the imperial despots who ruled these states. American support 
for Haile Selassie was based on the desire to retain the U.S. 
communications base at Kagnew, near the Eritrean capital of 
if Asmara, and to preserve an influential pro-Western regime in 
IT power. Although some suggestions for reform were made by the 
U.S. Embassy in the 1960s, these came to nothing and were not 
repeated. U.S. military aid to Ethiopia, totalling $279 million from 
^ 1951 to 1976, was almost half of all such aid to Black African states. 

Much of the $350 million in economic aid was pocketed by Ethio¬ 
pian officials. One U.S. Ambassador to Ethiopia summed up the 
official U.S. attitude to military aid as follows: ‘It was really Kagnew 
rent money, and if the Emperor wanted it in “solid gold Cadillacs”, 
he could have it that way.’ 1 Meanwhile, the Ethiopian population 
lived in conditions of repression and neglect. And when the regional 
revolts in Eritrea and Bale threatened the regime in the 1960s, U.S. 
arms and advisers were used in the counter-insurgency efforts. 

In Iran, U.S. military aid dates back to 1942. In 1946, U.S. 
advisers helped crush socialist movements in Azerbaijan and Kur¬ 
distan. Seven years later, in the now famous coup of August 1953 - 
f when the Shah deposed the legally elected government of Dr 

■ ' Mosadeq - C.I.A. advisers played an active role beside the U.S.- 

<*!; trained army. 2 From then on, right through the 1960s and 1970s, 

I U.S. advice and support were essential to the Shah’s regime. Not 

| only did this involve the conventional arms provided for the Iranian 

| army, but it also went right to the heart of SAVAK, the secret 

v police. SAVAK was set up in 1957 with the help of C.I.A. and 

f F.B. I. advisers, and many of its officials were trained at the Marine 

Corps training centre at Quantico, Virginia. A former chief analyst 
( with the C.I.A. in Iran has now revealed that the C.I.A. trained 

A SAVAK officials in interrogation techniques. 3 Given the close 

I relations between the two intelligence services there is no way the 
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C.I.A. could have been ignorant of SAVAK’s widespread use of 
torture against opponents of the regime. 

Yet U.S. officials consistently denied that evidence for torture 
was conclusive, and we find Alfred Atherton, later ambassador to 
Cairo and U.S. representative at the Shah’s funeral, telling Congress 
that torture no longer took place. If one adds to this the enormous 
deliveries of weapons to the Shah, making Iran the world’s top 
customer for U.S. arms in the mid 1970s, it becomes easier to 
determine which external power most contributed to a situation in 
which a popular revolution occurred in Iran. 

Regional destabilization: 
the Nixon doctrine and beyond 

Many of the alleged Soviet ‘advances’ in the Arc have been made 
possible by the acts of the United States or of its regional allies, 
whose capacity depends crucially on Western support. The Nixon 
doctrine, propounded in July 1969, allocated a militant new coun¬ 
ter-revolutionary role to key Third World states, among them Saudi 
Arabia and Iran. The Carter-Brzezinski policy of backing what are 
called ‘regional influentials’ followed the same path. 

In Afghanistan, as we have seen, the key factor that led to Daud’s 
downfall was his growing alliance with Iran. The Shah felt Afghani¬ 
stan to be a country that Iran could dominate: it was ruled by Iran 
in the eighteenth century, a third of its population speaks Persian, 
and it could provide some of the raw materials Iran needed for 
industrialization. The Shah’s plan for an Asian Common Market, 
deliberately seen as a bloc of Aryan (i.e. non-Arab) countries 
including Pakistan, Afghanistan, and India, was really an attempt 
(a) to dominate south-western Asia strategically, or, as with India, 
to form a dominant coalition; and (b) to acquire the raw materials 
and labour Iran needed for its economic growth. The attempt to 
subjugate Afghanistan led in the end to a revolt that was in the first 
place political but had strong nationalist and potentially social 
consequences. Even further back, however, the role of U.S. policy 
in laying the groundwork for these events can be discerned. For 
Afg hanistan , ruled by a backward monarchy, only turned to the 
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Soviet Union for arms in the mid 1950s after the United States 
refused to supply it. The reason for this refusal was U.S. support for 
Pakistan, Afghanistan’s regional competitor. It was American hos¬ 
tility in this regard, including the forced incorporation of Pakistan 
into the SEATO and CENTO military alliances, which pushed the 
archaic ruling class of Afghanistan into a military dependence on the 
U.S.S.R. While the Russian advisers evidently did not exploit their 
presence in the Afghan Army to organize the 1978 coup, the growth 
of leftist sentiment owed a great deal to the fact that, from the mid 
1950s onwards, thousands of Afghans - military and civilian - 
received training in the U.S.S.R. 

A similar set of developments can be discerned in the Horn of 
Africa. As we have seen, the record shows that the Soviet-Cuban 
policy of supporting the Ethiopians developed by stages, each stage 
being preceded by an escalation from the Somalis and the West. The 
Somalis, on the basis of understandings given to them, believed that 
the West would come to their aid and would support them in an 
attempt to hold on to part of Ethiopia after their invasion in 1977. 
This was a mistaken belief, and the U.S. government has always 
denied that it encouraged any such Somali belief. Yet the record, if 
carefully examined, shows a rather less convincing picture. Efforts 
to woo Somalia away from the Soviet Union go back to the early 
1970s, when Saudi Arabia - alarmed at the Russian presence in the 
Somali port of Berbera - offered the Somalis a substantial amount of 
money in return for the expulsion of the Russians. The Somalis were 
interested, and even offered the United States basing facilities at the 
port of Kismayu. Yet even though backed by U.S. officials in Saudi 
Arabia, the deal was vetoed by Kissinger. His reasoning was that the 
Soviet position in Somalia constituted a useful legitimization for 
expansion of the much more substantial and, as it turned out, 
permanent U.S. naval facility on the island of Diego Garcia. 4 
However, when Jimmy Carter came to office in January 1977, new 
overtures were made to Somalia. In April, he was ostentatiously 
reported by Time magazine as telling the State Department that ‘I 
want them to move in every possible way to get Somalia to be our 
friend. ’ On 11 June 1977, he made a major speech outlining plans to 
‘aggressively’ challenge the Soviet Union for influence in a number 
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of countries, among which he named Somalia. And on 15 July 1977, 
the State Department officially announced its willingness, in prin¬ 
ciple, to supply Somalia with ‘defensive weapons’. 

This new U.S. offering did not amount to a commitment to 
support the occupation of the Ogaden, but the Somalis also claim 
that they received private encouragement on this score from the 
U.S. government, via a personal envoy, Dr Kevin Cahill. Cahill is 
an expert on tropical medicine, a medical consultant to Somali 
President Siad Barre and a force in Democratic Party politics in 
New York. He visited Somalia in the early summer of 1977 and met 
with Siad Barre. According to the Somalis he told them (a) that the 
U.S. would not re-supply Ethiopia with arms in the event of a 
So mali attack upon the Ogaden; and (b) that the U.S. would not 
‘look askance’ at such an attack. While the State Department at first 
denied that Cahill had had any such mission, it later emerged that he 
had indeed had a briefing discussion with the Legal Counsellor at 
the Department, Matthew Nimetz. And neither Nimetz nor Cahill 
have clarified what they in fact discussed, a reticence that can only 
reinforce suspicions. 5 

As events transpired, guerrilla actions backed by Somalia had 
started in June 1977, and the Somalis sent their regular army into 
the Ogaden within two weeks of the U.S. arms sales announcement 
of 15 July. In early August the U.S. went back on its commitment to 
supply arms; while some members of the Administration had 
favoured such a policy, the government as a whole was not prepared 
openly to support the Somali move, and Kenya had put strong 
pressure on Washington not to arm the Somalis (who still claimed 
part of northern Kenya as well). But the C.I.A. did send some 
covert supplies to the Somalis, 6 and there is enough evidence to 
show that it was the signals from Washington to Siad Barre, 
combined with material support from the Arab world, which led the 
Somalis to take the decision to go into Ogaden. Another important 
contributor to the crisis was the Shah of Iran. According to the 
Egyptian writer Mohamed Heikal in his The Return of the Ayatollah , 
the Shah, together with the Saudis, the Moroccans, Egypt and 
France, formed a secret anti-communist grouping called the Safari 
Club. Amongst their projects was the wooing of Somalia from 
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Russia, followed, as Heikal tells it, by assurances from the Shah that 
the Americans would aid Somali forces in Ogaden. After the U.S. 
government had demonstrated its reluctance to back Somalia itself, 
Washington urged the Shah to step into the breach, and throughout 
the last months of 1977 officials in Tehran were openly admitting 
that their military aid to Mogadishu was given at the request of the 
Carter administration. 

However much Washington has tried later to absolve itself from 
responsibility in this matter, it played a substantial, even if not 
decisive, part in detonating the crisis. Given their nationalist claim, 
the Somalis did not need any Arab or American aid to contemplate 
an invasion, but it was this sense of outside support which, on top of 
the weakness of the Ethiopian government, led to the invasion 
decision. 

Once the Somali invasion began, the rest of the scenario followed: 
the Russians increased their commitment to Ethiopia, the Somalis 
then expelled them, the Cubans came into Ogaden. In 1980, the 
United States again agreed to sell arms to Somalia and started 
negotiations for acquisition of its own military bases in that country. 
Yet it is continued Arab and now Western backing for Somalia that, 
by reinforcing Somali militancy, ensures the Cubans will stay in 
Ogaden longer than would otherwise be the case. On their side, the 
Cubans have stated that they have troops in Ethiopia, as they have 
them in Angola, to protect a legitimate government against external 
attack, and that they will leave Ethiopia when Somali aggression 
ceases. The Cubans deny that their role involves them in Ethiopia’s 
internal affairs - a position that theoretically precludes them from 
any involvement in Eritrea. The Eritreans would, of course, deny 
that their struggle forms an ‘internal’ affair of Ethiopia’s, since they 
claim their territory is a separate country. But the distinction made 
by the Cubans nevertheless serves to explain why their forces are in 
Ethiopia, and underscores the Somali responsibility for this con¬ 
tinued state of affairs. 7 

South Yemen is another case of Western and Saudi involvement. 
Since Yemen’s independence in 1967, the Saudis have - with 
Western encouragement - repeatedly harassed the South Yemeni 
government and have involved the Aden regime in further conflicts 
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by intervening to sustain rightist regimes in South Yemen’s two 
smaller neighbours, North Yemen and Oman. The Saudis fought a 
brief war with South Yemen in 1969, and they later armed tribes¬ 
men who were sent into the south to carry out sabotage missions. 
They also imposed an aid blockade on the South Yemenis, refused 
to recognize the state until 1976, and even refused to sell oil to South 
Yemen at below world prices after 1973, despite their normal 
rhetoric about ‘Arab brotherhood’. Faced with such a regional 
threat, and with a denial of Western aid and a Saudi refusal to 
recognize it until nine years after independence, South Yemen had 
to rely increasingly on the Soviet Union for military assistance, and 
it was only in 1980 that a semblance of normal relations between 
these two Arabian peninsula countries was established. 

The lesson of all three countries - Afghanistan, Ethiopia, South 
Yemen - is therefore the same: that the development of the internal 
crises was in part precipitated by the policies of the West and its 
allies. 

The U.S. response: Self-fulfilling prophecies 
The U.S. reaction to developments in the Arc has often been such as 
to exacerbate the situation at hand. In some cases, one can argue that 
the response of Washington, and of its regional allies, virtually 
forced the governments involved to turn to Moscow for assistance. 
The case of Somali- Ethiopian conflict in the Ogaden needs little 
further elaboration, and the U.S. decision in early 1980 to seek 
basing rights in Somalia clearly ran the risk of prolonging the 
Soviet-Cuban presence in Ethiopia. As already explained, the 
Cubans are primarily there to protect the Ethiopian frontier with 
Somalia, and it is this frontier which, by making new deals with 
Somalia, the United States re-inflamed. The Somalis have now given 
Washington assurances that they will not send regular forces to 
Ogaden. But they gave similar assurances to the Russians in the 
early 1970s, and there is no reason to suppose that if they had an 
opportunity they would not do so again. The presence of U.S. naval 
and air facilities at Berbera will act as a guarantee of Western 
support for Somalia. 

In the South Yemeni case a similar self-fulfilling antagonism has 
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prevailed. The sale of the F-15S to Saudi Arabia in 1976, so disputed 
by Israel, was defended by U.S. administration officials primarily 
on the grounds that there was a ‘threat’ to Saudi Arabia from radical 
Arab states, specifically South Yemen and Iraq. 8 Yet much of the 
argument on which this ‘threat’ was supposed to rest was false - e.g. 
the claim that South Yemen attacked Saudi Arabia in November 
1969. The most elementary comparison of the two countries’ milit¬ 
ary resources and geographical relationship would have shown this 
‘threat’ to be a Pentagon fiction. In the spring of 1979, after a short 
border conflict between North and South Yemen, the United States 
tried to despatch arms and advisers to North Yemen to counter 
Soviet influence - ignoring the fact that the Russians had reined in 
their South Yemeni allies, and that the North Yemenis were in any 
case reluctant to be so visibly endowed by Washington. As ex¬ 
plained in Chapter 4, the United States fabricated a crisis for its own 
reasons. 

TheU.S. collaboration with Oman, South Yemen’s neighbour on 
the east, has also exacerbated local conflicts: South Yemen and 
Oman were, during 1979, engaged in private negotiations designed 
to establish diplomatic relations between them. These were to end 
the hostility that had prevailed in previous years as a result of South 
Yemeni support for the rebellion against the Sultan of Oman in 
Dhofar, the southern province of that country. However, the South 
Yemenis were not willing to establish relations if Oman granted 
bases to foreign countries. The British had ceased to have formal 
bases in Oman in 1977, after a tenure of several decades, and the 
Iranians pulled their forces out after the revolution of 1979; thus the 
way seemed open for some minimal reconciliation. But the U.S. 
decision to acquire facilities there, coupled with unconfirmed 
rumours of U.S. and Egyptian troop manoeuvres in Dhofar itself, 
effectively killed off this opportunity. Instead, the Western press is 
replete with unsubstantiated stories about a possible South Yemeni 
attack on Oman, a phantasm used to justify Western arms sales and 
U.S. naval facilities in Oman. 9 

The U.S. also made its contribution during the Iranian revolution 
itself. Having armed Iran for decades, and with several thousands of 
U.S. military personnel in the country, the United States continued 
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to play an active role on a day-to-day basis during the revolution. 
Virtually all the soul-searching about U.S. policy in Iran was about 
what ‘we’ should do, and who the U.S. Embassy should work with— 
not about the more basic question of whether the United States 
should play a role at all. Washington reacted critically in November 
1978 when Brezhnev warned the United States not to intervene in 
Iran, as if no such involvement was ever contemplated; yet from the 
U.S. press itself we know that scores of C.I.A. experts and riot- 
control specialists were flown into the country in the closing weeks 
of 1978. 10 Subsequently, in January 1979, the NATO envoy Gener¬ 
al Huyser was directly involved in unsuccessful attempts to preserve 
the vestiges of the Pahlavi state machine. Washington’s failure to 
influence events was a result of the collapse of the Iranian regime - 
not of a lack of political will in Washington. 

Since the Iranian revolution, the subject of U.S.-Iranian relations 
became an even more tortured one, especially after the seizure of the 
U.S. Embassy hostages in November 1979. Yet despite the sharpen¬ 
ing of U.S. policy towards Iran, culminating in the embargoes and 
military ventures, there was no let-up in Iranian political hostility to 
the Soviet Union over Afghanistan. What American pressure did 
produce was, as we have seen, some strengthening of Iran’s economic 
ties with the Soviet Union as Tehran sought to circumvent the threat 
of an embargo along its southern ports by expanding trading links 
along its northern frontier with the U.S.S.R. 11 

The most contentious of all these cases of U.S. aggravation is 
Afghanistan. Here Soviet and Afghan government claims about a 
concerted Western policy of subversion against the P.D.P.A. gov¬ 
ernment are exaggerated: by blaming the whole rebel movement 
on outside instigation, they occlude the fact that one of the main 
causes of the resistance was hostility to the policies of the central 
government (from April 1978 to December 1979) and then to the 
Soviet intervention itself (December 1979 onwards). Any computa¬ 
tion of the reasons behind the crisis in Afghanistan would have to lay 
considerable responsibility on the shoulders of the P.D.P.A. lead¬ 
ership, as well as on those features of Afghan social structure which, 
irrespective of external interference, would have in any case pro¬ 
duced an armed resistance. 
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Yet external interference there was, and it played an important 
role in arousing and sustaining the rebellion which led to the 
Russian intervention. Most obviously, there was the support from 
Pakistan which allowed its territory to be used as a base area for the 
guerrillas. Of this there is no doubt, given the constant reporting of 
it in the Western press. Nor is there much doubt that the availability 
of camps and refugee aid encouraged the flow of potential Afghan 
guerrillas to Pakistan. In addition, however, there was organized 
Pakistani military support for the rebels, with the provision of a 
number of camps in the border area for training in modern weapons 
and fighting techniques. 12 From some time early in 1979 China was 
also providing some military support to the rebels via Pakistan, and 
some Arab support - in the form of arms and weapons — was later 
also forthcoming. 13 U.S. arms supplies are only known to have 
reached the rebels in early 1980, i.e. after the Soviet intervention 
had begun, but the United States was encouraging its allies, Paki¬ 
stan and Egypt, to provide such support prior to this date. 

Subsequent to the Soviet intervention of December 1979, sup¬ 
port for the Afghan rebels became a major plank of the right-wing 
Muslim states allied to the United States - especially Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia and Pakistan. In reality this aid was much less than was 
hoped for by the rebels or than was alleged by the Russians; but the 
climate of outside support helped further to inflame the rebellion 
inside Afghanistan and to contribute both to the intransigence of the 
Russians and their allies, and to the determination of the rebels to 
fight on without compromise. 

Without ascribing sole responsibility to this factor, one can argue 
that the level of foreign support prior to the Soviet intervention in 
late 1979 was such that it enabled the rebellion to gather its f ull 
force, and - in an international climate marked by Soviet disillusion 
with the United States — it provided both the reason and the pretext 
for the Soviet intervention. Had Pakistan not played the base-area 
role it did, and had not the Chinese and Arabs provided their 
backing, it is much less likely that the Russians would have gone 
into Afghanistan directly. Since then, intervention there has been a 
replay of the Ogaden scenario: after sending in their own forces to 
stabilize a situation inflamed by hostile forces, the Russians find 
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themselves faced with a Western response that makes any return to 
the status quo ante even more difficult. While the Russians certainly 
derive military advantages from being in Afghanistan, there is no 
evidence to suggest that they want permanently to transform Afgha¬ 
nistan into a forward military area, on the Eastern European model, 
nor that they want to use it to seize the oil producing states of the 
Gulf. They are concerned about Afghanistan itself - about estab¬ 
lishing a stable government there and in ensuring that hostile forces 
do not triumph in a country that borders their own. Given the fact 
that the West had no interest in Afghanistan, 14 these aims are 
compatible with detente and a global co-existence. Yet they are ones 
that the policies of the United States, and of its local allies, have 
made it the more difficult to attain. 

There is indeed some circumstantial evidence to suggest that the 
confrontation over Afghanistan was welcome to both the Pakistani 
and U. S. governments. The Pakistanis saw a crisis with Afghanistan 
as a way of recouping support from the West that had been 
prejudiced by Pakistan’s programme of acquiring nuclear weapons; 
by fomenting trouble in Afghanistan in the expectation that it would 
lead to further Soviet involvement, the Pakistanis created a situation 
in which Washington would be more likely to disregard concern 
about the nuclear programme and offer Islamabad substantial 
mili tary assistance. This is exactly what happened. General Zia, the 
Pakistani President, rejected an offer of $400 million in military and 
economic assistance offered in early 1980; the next year the new 
Reagan administration offered him military aid valued at over $2 
billion. How far U.S. officials foresaw the consequences of their 
actions is debatable; but there is no doubt that there were those such 
as Zbigniew Brzezinski who saw the April 1978 coup in Kabul, and 
even more so the December 1979 Soviet intervention, as heaven¬ 
sent opportunities for embarrassing the Russians at very little cost to 
the West, which had long ago abandoned Afghanistan. British and 
American officials interviewed by the author in 1980 and 1981 made 
no secret of their view that the Afghan rebels could never win; they > 

saw s emi -covert support as a means of hitting at Russia in that , 

country’s back door. It was a replay, on a much grander scale, of the 
C.I.A.-S AVAK use of the Iraq Kurds’ struggle in the early 1970s. 
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: The Kurds were used as part of a wider strategic game. Their 
? backers never expected them to win. And, when it suited the Shah, 
he abandoned the Kurds and reached an agreement with the Iraqis. 
I; The overall import of this chapter is therefore one which diverges 

f from the view that Soviet agency has been the main external factor 
operating in the Arc of Crisis. Whatever the Russians have done, 
they have not been the only outsiders seeking to play a role in these 
countries. The analysis given here identifies a Western agency on 
three levels: historical involvement, promoting the crisis, and in- 
> tervening to find advantage. This does not mean that the West 
created these crises: the causes lay, as we have repeatedly empha¬ 
sized, in the internal processes of these states. However, those 
attempting to analyse external agency should look at the actions of 
t the West as well as of the East. Once the contribution of the West 
has been identified, it becomes easier to evaluate that of the 
U.S.S.R., the supposed primum mobile of the Arc of Crisis. Much 
has already been said about the Soviet role, especially in Chapter 5. 
The following chapter seeks to take up the general trend of Soviet 
actions, and to suggest an alternative critique of it. 
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Patterns of Soviet Policy 


Enough has been said in the two preceding chapters to indicate that 
the portrayal of the Russians as the main instigators of‘instability’ in 
the Arc of Crisis region is an inaccurate one. In Ethiopia and in 
Af ghanistan , their aim has been to protect allied governments that 
were already established but which were faced with substantial 
threats - the former by invasion from a neighbouring state, the latter 
by a domestic rebellion armed and supported from abroad. In Iran, 
the Russians have not as yet played a role of any significance. In 
South Yemen, the Soviets have tried to sustain a government that 
has been ostracized by the Arab world and the West. At times, 
moreover, Soviet policy in the region has been one of restraining its 
local allies from pressing advantages that opened up for them: 
holding back Ethiopia against Somalia in 1978, and South Yemen 
against North Yemen in 1979. 

Yet the Soviet Union has pursued a more assertive policy as well. 
It may have lost widespread influence in a number of countries; but 
it has, with whatever attendant problems, gained it in others. Its 
increases in political influence have also given it military benefits - 
particularly in Aden and Addis Ababa - although these can in no 
way be considered comparable with the position it once enjoyed in 
Egypt and Somalia. Moreover, as discussed in Chapter 2, develop¬ 
ments in the Arc over the latter half of the 1970s have involved 
changes in Soviet policy itself - towards a more active intervention 
on behalf of its allies. Whatever the reasons for their action, the 
Russians’ despatch of troops to Afghanistan marks a new phase in 
Soviet policy in the Third World, and has produced correspond¬ 
ingly negative results in the international climate. 

At the same time, the Soviet Union has faced considerable 
difficulties in managing its policy in these countries. It no more 
controls the internal politics of Ethiopia than it did those of Egypt 
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under Nasser or those of Baathi Iraq. While concerned about the 
general trends of South Yemeni politics, it is not able to dictate or 
even inflect policy in that country in the way, for example, that it 
certainly did inflect policy in Eastern European countries in the late 
1940s and 1950s. In Afghanistan, the Soviet Union was drawn 
deeper into the conflict by the errors of its local ally, the P.D.P.A.: 
into support for the April 1978 coup; into backing for the provoca¬ 
tive policies of the Taraki and Amin regimes; and then into a 
full-scale military presence directed at saving the P.D.P.A. regime 
from extinction. However lamentable, the Afghan saga does not 
indicate a high level of Soviet political control there. In Iran, the 
Soviet Union has given verbal support to the revolutionary regime. 
Yet it backed the revolution belatedly, and has expressed stifled 
alar m both at the way the Khomeini regime has handled some of its 
inter nal policies and at the strategic implications of the protracted 
conflict between Iran and the United States over the hostages. 

It is doubtful that the Russians have gained anything from these 
developments in economic terms. The U.S.S.R. is sustaining the 
Afg han state to the tune of several million dollars per day. It is 
providing considerable aid to South Yemen. It has despatched over 
$r5 billion worth of weapons to Ethiopia. In no case is there any 
certainty that these moves will be repaid, nor, in the cases of South 
Yemen and Ethiopia, is there an obvious collateral on to which the 
Russians could attach themselves in longer-term commercial agree¬ 
ments. The Ethiopians continue to export their coffee to the United 
States. Eastern bloc support as a whole for South Yemen is also a net 
loss as far as donor countries are concerned. 

The one area where the Russians have gained some ground is the 
mili tary. Indeed there is some reason to believe that their negative 
experiences with the ‘non-capitalist road’ countries over the 1960s 
and 1970s have led the Russians to lay less stress on political and 
economic coordination with these countries and to focus on the 
narrower issue of military access. 1 Their naval facilities in South 
Yemen are far less than Western propaganda would have us believe, 
but the Russians are able to use Aden harbour to service their Indian 
Ocean ships, and to change crews. 2 In Ethiopia, the Russians have 
acquired an ally that could in the future play a major role in African 
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affairs, with the largest battle-experienced black army on the conti¬ 
nent. Afghanistan has certainly brought some military benefits: it 
has given the Russian army its first combat experience since the 
Second World War, enabling it to recoup somewhat the advantages 
of experience gained by the U.S. Army in Korea and Vietnam, and 
has also provided it with front lines further south than it would 
otherwise have had. (The advantage of the latter should not be 
overstated, however, since Soviet capacity to influence Iran or seize 
the Gulf is predominantly affected by Russia’s proximity to Iran 
itself, and has been only marginally enhanced by the Afghan 
intervention, as a glance at a map of the area will show.) 

Nevertheless, the overall international balance sheet on the 
Afghan intervention has certainly been negative. The Soviet action 
there came after a substantial deterioration in East-West relations 
for which the United States was primarily responsible. 3 It is prob¬ 
able, though it cannot be proved, that the Russians were also 
alarmed by what they saw as a possible growth in Chinese influence 
along their southern flank. Nonetheless, the direct intervention by 
Russian troops in conditions of extreme political confusion - i.e. 
where it could not be described as a simple case of responding to 
external aggression - has seriously worsened the international and 
regional climates. It has given a strong encouragement to anti¬ 
communist sentiment in the Islamic world at a time of growing 
Islamic militancy, and provided the West with the perfect issue 
upon which to orchestrate an international campaign a gain st the 
U.S.S.R. Yet these dimensions do not appear to have been domi¬ 
nant in Soviet thinking: the decision to enter Afghanistan was 
taken, it seems, for reasons relating to the situation in that country 
itself. It was taken despite the international consequences, and 
irrespective of political or military gains and losses. Thus if it is false 
to argue that the Russians entered Afghanistan because of mar g inal 
strategic benefits, it must also be false to expect them to leave in 
order to improve the international climate. They will only leave 
when the Kabul government itself is strong enough to cope with the 
rural opposition that remains. 

Soviet policy has certainly played its part, therefore, in the 
worsening international climate that produced the New Cold War. 


I Patterns of Soviet Policy 1 17 

The Russians argue that the New Cold War had already begun; but 
this does not absolve them of all responsibility for the final outcome. 
Yet beyond these immediate considerations, there remain some 
more general aspects of Soviet policy about which doubts can be 
raised. These are doubts which arise not from the impact of Soviet 
policy on East-West relations, but from its impact on the political 
conditions experienced by the peoples of the region themselves. 

The Soviet Union has not just given general support to the 
regimes it favours, but has done so in such a way as to condone or 
I' support some of their more repressive characteristics. In so doing it 
I is reproducing in the Third World its anti-democratic character at 
home. The Soviet model of the Party, the monolithic structure of 
the press, the major role of security forces - all of these are found to a 
greater or lesser degree in the countries that model themselves upon 
or which are politically allied with the U.S.S.R. There is no 
evidence of Soviet responsibility for the more brutal policies of some 
of their allies - the ‘Red Terror’ in Ethiopia, the mass executions of 
> Hafizullah Amin - but the general structures of party and security 
forces have been shaped by Russian models and advisers. 

Another negative factor in Moscow’s political influence is the 
export of the official Soviet position on nationalities. Orthodox 
t Soviet theory stresses that socialism guarantees freedom to the 

| working class while in practice denying this; similarly, it guarantees 

I the right to self-determination by ethnic minorities, including the 

1 right of secession, while in practice permitting only formal auton- 

I omy and a measure of cultural diversity. 4 This has been the pattern 

, inside the U.S.S.R., and has been reproduced in Soviet policy 

towards a number of Third World countries where the nationalities 
issue has come up: in Nigeria, where the Russians backed the 
suppression of Biafra in the 1960s; in Iraq in 1972-5, where they 
supported the suppression of the Kurds; and, most recently, in 
Ethiopia, where Russian arms and advisers were used in the offen¬ 
sive against the Eritreans in I978. 5 Most recent criticism has fo- 
; cused, and rightly so, on the Soviet role in Eritrea, where Moscow 

J has continued Washington’s policy of opposition to any secession. 

| Yet it is often forgotten that this has its roots in a much deeper pat- 

. tern of Soviet policy towards the nationalities question, stretching 
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back through Kurdistan and Biafra to Bolshevik policy towards 
Georgia and the Ukraine after 1917. Indeed Soviet writings on the 
nationalities question in the Third World tend not to mention, even 
in principle, the issue of secession. Rather, they stress that in 
multinational states the best solution is to preserve unity, with its 
attendant international and economic advantages, and to grant 
regional autonomy instead. Even in a case like Burma, where in the 
1950s and 1960s secessionist movements were led by the local 
communist party, the Russians have followed this policy. The only 
exception has been Bangladesh, when it broke from Pakistan in 
1971. In West Pakistan, a single geographical unit, the Russians 
have not made any such exceptions. While much Western writing 
implies that the Russians will support the Baluch movement in 
western Pakistan as a way of gaining access to warm-water ports on 
the Indian Ocean coast, careful study of Soviet writings on the 
subject shows the opposite, namely a Russian emphasis on the need 
for Baluch rights to be recognized within the confines of a united 
Pakistani state. 6 

This record indicts not just the Soviet political system but also the 
Soviet model of the ‘non-capitalist road’, where the claims about 
new ‘democratic’ political institutions are rather hollow ones. In 
many cases, these ‘non-capitalist’ states are merely preparing the 
ground for a more overt capitalism later on (e.g. the case of Egypt); 
in others, even where a state sector predominates in the economy 
and some sort of economic socialist system may be said to be 
possible in the future, the political institutions are devoid of any of 
the liberties that should and could form a part of socialist society 
(South Yemen). It would be mistaken to blame the tendency to 
political dictatorship upon the Soviet Union alone, since the indige¬ 
nous political tradition and political culture of these countries are 
often prone to encourage such repression; but the Soviet Union’s 
identification with these policies indicates more than the require¬ 
ments of an alliance. It is consistent with providing assistance in 
setting up parties and state institutions that enable the indigenous 
anti-democratic tendencies to find a new, perhaps rather mod¬ 
ernized, form. Soviet influence of this kind is made all the more 
effective in those countries where the new institutions emerged, as 
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in the Soviet Union, from a genuine revolution. Hence they employ 
a democratic rhetoric that derives its legitimacy from its revolution¬ 
ary origins. 

Far from being single-mindedly inimical to the West, Soviet 
policy has too often allowed itself to be swayed from pursuing local 
advantages by tactical considerations arising from concern over the 
thrust of East-West relations. Such initiatives have run counter to 
the popular movements in the region. In some cases, this involved 
playing too cautious a role precisely in order not to antagonize the 
West. Soviet indulgence to the Shah and delay in openly backing the 
Iranian revolution is a striking case of this, as is the earlier failure of 
the Tudeh Party in Iran to oppose the American-supported coup of 
1953. It would have done far more for the emancipation of the 
people of Iran and for the prestige of the Soviet Union if it had 
adopted a more, not less, intransigent position on these occasions. 
At other times, the Soviet desire to rival the West leads it into 
courting some of the more repressive right-wing leaders of the Third 
World who may have a disagreement of greater or shorter duration 
with their Western allies. Notorious cases of this outside the region 
include support for Idi Amin of Uganda, Macias Nguema Biyago of 
Equatorial Guinea, and Jorge Videla of Argentina. In the Middle 
East, Soviet collusion with the Shah of Iran, including the sale of 
arms, was another case of such an alliance. Moscow’s tolerant 
silence on Khomeini - whose hostility to socialism and whose 
repression of the left are beyond doubt - is yet another case. 

The failure to adopt an uncompromisingly critical stand on the 
issue of the U.S. hostages in Iran also followed the line of indulg¬ 
ence. Perhaps, as one Soviet official tried to persuade me, this was 
not just to humour Khomeini but also a reflection of the depth of 
Russian anger at Washington over the general deterioration in 
East-West relations. In any case, by coalescing with a general 
indulgence towards an anti-American Iran, the Soviet author¬ 
ities decided to be silent about the growing levels of repression inside 
Iran that accompanied the crisis over the hostages. One can also 
assume that Moscow encouraged the Tudeh Party in its policy of 
supporting the right-wing clerical forces of the Islamic Republican 
Party against President Bani-Sadr and the left opposition. 
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No survey of Soviet policy would, however, be complete without 
recognition of the attempts Moscow has made to meet the United 
States in a compromising spirit. The image of the Soviet Union as 
unequivocally challenging the United States throughout this region 
is not sustainable. Indeed there is a recurrent pattern of Soviet 
attempts to avoid confrontation with the United States over local 
conflicts, and of U.S. rejection of such offers of negotiation. In the 
mid 1950s, for example, the Russians proposed that neither super¬ 
power should sell arms to the Middle East. The U.S. refused, as this 
was seen as a Soviet ploy to redress an imbalance of influence in its 
disfavour at a time when the United States was a far larger provider of 
military equipment. 7 From the late 1960s onwards, the Russians 
have offered to negotiate a ban on non-indigenous bases and 
warships in the Indian Ocean in line with proposals made by a 
number of littoral states, particularly India. Again, this has been 
portrayed as a Soviet attempt to remove the United States from an 
area where the West retains an advantage. When the Russians did 
manage to join the Americans in a unified position, on the Arab- 
Israeli question in October 1977, this initiative was soon rendered 
null by the unilateral U.S. moves, leading to Sadat’s separate peace 
with Israel. 

As we have seen, similar Soviet attempts at compromise can also 
be detected in the individual components of the Arc of Crisis. In the 
Horn, the Russians tried to reconcile the Somalis and Ethiopians, 
and their efforts were undone partly by Arab and U.S. encourage¬ 
ment of the Somalis. Later it was Soviet restraint upon the Ethio¬ 
pians, coupled with a U. S. refusal to back the Somali intervention in 
Ogaden, which limited the repercussions of that war in early 1978. 
In South Yemen, the Russians held back their local allies in the 
border war of February 1979. There are strong indications that they 
have encouraged the South Yemenis both to resolve their differ¬ 
ences with Saudi Arabia and to improve relations with Oman. In 
Iran, the Russians have urged, and practised, non-interference on 
the part of great powers. In Afghanistan they certainly intervened, 
but this was to assist an established regime that had been threatened 
by a rebellion in which foreign interference played a role. Yet the 
Russians claim their presence is not intended to be permanent, and 
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that they will withdraw once outside interference ceases - and this 
means once Pakistan ceases to allow its territory to be used for 
armed operations and the transit of military supplies. They, and the 
Kabul government, are quite willing to negotiate with Pakistan on 
disputed issues. 8 

The most significant and neglected of all such Soviet initiatives 
concerns the Persian Gulf, where the pattern of Western dismissal is 
once again repeating itself. Far from seeking to deprive the West of 
its oil, the evidence suggests that the Russians realize the West’s 
need for Gulf oil and are trying to make their acceptance of this 
clear. Thus, in February 1980, they called for an international 
conference to discuss the security of oil supply routes and the 
commercial access of all countries to the Gulf. 9 Brezhnev reopened 
this offer in a keynote speech to the Indian Parliament in December 
1980, and in his speech to the Twenty-Sixth Congress of the 
C.P.S.U. in February 1981. Yet this offer was not taken up by the 
West, and the conventional Western picture remains one of the 
Russians trying to squeeze the West out of the region. The reasons 
for the Western refusal go deeper, however, than mere suspicion of 
Soviet intentions: as with the Soviet offers of the 1950s, the West 
has, at the moment, a predominant strategic position in the Gulf 
which it is not willing to see subjected to any negotiation. The 
Western countries are also resistant to the idea that the Russians 
should have any commercial access to oil supplies at all. As so often 
in the Arc of Crisis, the West’s alarmism turns out, on closer 
examination, to be at least as much a product of its own purposes as 
of the visible actions or probable intentions of the Soviet leadership. 






















Conclusion: 

What Kind of ‘Rules’ for the Arc? 


We began this study by outlining the development of the view of a 
Soviet threat to the Arc of Crisis, and the reasons this region has 
acquired such importance in recent years. By examining Soviet 
relations with the region, and by reconstructing the crises of four 
particular countries, an attempt has been made to provide an 
alternative view of Soviet actions. It is now possible to summarize 
the main strategic conclusions of this study and to outline alterna¬ 
tives for Western policy based on these conclusions. 

1. While much of the current Western analysis of Soviet policy in 
the Middle East is unfounded, there is no doubt that the U.S.S.R. 
has a policy there. This is related both to its specific internal needs 
(economic and political) and to its search for global parity with the 
United States. It supports political forces sympathetic to it, pro¬ 
vided this is not at the expense of viable global concerns, and hopes 
to be able to use its military aid both for increased influence and for 
supply facilities. If the Arab world suddenly became communist of 
its own volition, the Russians would not actively dissuade it. But, as 
their policy towards communist parties in Western Europe shows, 
they would exert themselves to ensure that this did not so threaten 
Western economic interests that it led to retaliatory action. 

2. There is much loose talk in Western strategic discussions of a 
possible direct Russian intervention in the region - crossing fron¬ 
tiers, sending in troops, and blocking Western oil supplies. The 
Russians presumably have the capacity to undertake such opera¬ 
tions; but - a point often obscured - they could do so only in the 
event of a World War. They are, on their side, equally conscious of 
their own vulnerability to the south: of the West’s capacity to block 
the exits from the Black Sea, to attack the U.S.S.R. from bases in 
the Middle East, and to launch missiles from submarines in the 
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Indian Ocean. The likelihood of Middle Eastern theatre operations 
during a Third World War should not be confused with whether or 
not such a wider war is likely to start as a result of a specific Soviet 
offensive in this area. The intervention in Afghanistan is, as we have 
seen, an exceptional case, taking place in a country where the 
Russians had already been strategically dominant for two decades 
and where a pro-Soviet government was already in power. 

3. The history of Russian relations with the Arab world has been 
a vivid reminder of the inadequacies of using the term ‘superpower’ 
to describe the Soviet Union. First of all, this term implies a political 
equivalence between the United States and the U.S.S.R., an 
assumption that they operate internally and internationally in 
broadly similar ways. Certain similarities definitely pertain, but the 
differences in their method of operation are far more striking. 
Indeed the basis of their rivalry is the asymmetry of the two social 
systems, which is precisely why no permanent and comprehen¬ 
sive accommodation is possible. Secondly, by focusing on one 
undeniable aspect of the ‘super’ relationship - the power of super¬ 
destruction - this term obscures the limits that both powers encoun¬ 
ter in dealing with countries that are, at first sight, rather dependent 
on them. The Soviet inability to influence events in Egypt, or Iraq, 
despite these governments’ reliance on Soviet military support, 
indicates the limits of their power (as does, in a different way, their 
lack of major influence on the internal affairs of another major Third 
World aid recipient, India). Not only have they been unable to 
consolidate a stable relationship with the Arab states, apart from 
South Yemen, but they now face the humiliation of being evicted 
from the rejectionist camp by the Arabian peninsula oil producers. 
Given the prevalence in the Middle East of exaggerated beliefs in the 
influence of outside powers, it is essential to keep the limits of their 
influence in view to see the ways in which they are less than ‘super’. 

4. There has been an overall shift in Soviet foreign policy in the 
past two decades, partly because the U.S.S.R. now possesses an 
increased military capacity, and partly because of changes in various 
regions. This has enabled it to assist revolutionary governments 
where this might previously have been impossible (Cuba, Vietnam, 
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Angola, Afghanistan, South Yemen). Nevertheless, this capacity 
has had almost no impact on the Arab Middle East, and has 
coincided with the shift to the peripheral states. Soviet advances are 
either marginal (South Yemen) or more precarious than they at first 
sight appear (Afghanistan, Ethiopia). The change in international 
relations has coincided with the rise of anti-communist oil produc¬ 
ers as regional influences in the Middle East, and with the 
Khomeini-inspired wave of Islamic radicalism. The Russians seem 
to believe that sooner or later the U.S.-backed initiatives on the 
Arab-Israeli question are bound to fail and that, when they do, their 
moment may come again. But the record of the past quarter century 
must give them little comfort and they are likely in the future to 
encounter many of the same problems that they did before. 

5. An alternative critique can be made in terms, not of how Soviet 
policy has affected the West, but of how it has affected the peoples of 
the Middle East and the cause of their emancipation. Here there is 
always a danger of leftist abstraction - of criticizing the Soviet Union 
for not doing things which it was incapable of doing, or which would 
have led to very serious international consequences. Moreover, 
some cases of Soviet restraint are ones which can well be justified: 
their critique of the more chauvinistic Arab utterances vis-a-vis 
Israel is a valid one. So too is their attempt to criticize the classless 
concepts of Arab unity which Middle Eastern leaders have prop¬ 
ounded. Yet, within the realm of possibility and making allowances 
for what may be adventurist criticisms of Soviet policy, their record 
is open to substantial criticism: despite the considerable assistance 
which they have given in the economic and military fields, their aid 
in economic development has been deficient in quality and quantity. 
As in the rest of the world, they have subordinated local communist 
groups to their own policies, and thereby forced them to follow the 
zigzags of Moscow policy. Nowhere is this clearer than in Iran, 
where the left is still paying the price of the communist errors of the 
1940s and 1950s, or in Egypt, where the left was forced to dissolve 
itself into the ruling party. The Russian political impact has also 
involved the reproduction of bureaucratic models of political orga¬ 
nization; were Arab communists to come to power, it is probable 



that they would reproduce societies as undemocratic as that in the 
U.S.S.R. itself. Even the question of Soviet Jewry throws into 
question the negative impact of Russian domestic policy, since the 
real issue at stake is not that of emigration but the failure of the 
Russian leadership to stamp out anti-semitism at home. The conclu¬ 
sion which all this suggests is that the Soviet Union has done too 
little, rather than too much, to assist the liberation of the Middle 
East; the rulers of the region, and their Western supporters, have 
faced less of a challenge than, given different political conditions in 
Moscow, they might have had to confront. 

6. Despite the level of Soviet economic ties with the region, there 
are no adequate grounds for embracing the most militant critique of 
the left and seeing Soviet policy as ‘imperialist’ - unless this term is 
used in a very generic way to denote the influence of a major power 
with international interests. If the term is used because of strictly 
economic factors, then the U.S.S.R. has probably not gained 
substantially from its ties to the Middle East, bearing in mind the 
loss of $7 billion loaned to Egypt. They bargain over the terms for 
their exports and imports, but this on its own does not constitute 
imperialism. Their aid programmes to Ethiopia, South Yemen and 
Afghanistan certainly constitute deficits for the U.S.S.R. Western 
prognoses of a major Soviet dependence on oil in the 1980s would, if 
true, alter the material dependence of the U.S.S.R. on the region; 
but, as we have seen, this reliance is not as certain as its proponents 
claim. If the Soviet Union is seen as ‘imperialist’ for political 
reasons, because it has supported governments that at times oppress 
the left, then this would have to apply to the Russia of the early 
1920s too, and, even more so, to Mao’s China - something propo¬ 
nents of this ‘theory’ are generally reluctant to admit. 

7. As discussed in Part I, the prime concern of the Soviet Union 
remains the security of its own frontiers and the avoidance of war 
with the United States. Clearly there are areas of rivalry with the 
West. The U.S.S.R. represents an alternative social system and, 
insofar as it supports those sympathetic to its goals, it can be said to 
have a ‘grand plan’. But in this sense the West also has such a ‘plan’. 
And the recent history of Soviet policy does not indicate that it is 
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intending to subject, or capable of subjecting, the Middle East to its 
domination. Recent changes in the South-west Asia/North-east 
Africa region cannot be laid at the door of Soviet policy initiatives, 
nor have Soviet responses been any more ‘inconsistent’ with detente 
than those of the West have been. Overall, recent developments in 
the Arc do not conform to a simple picture; a recognition of this 
complexity tells us more about Soviet policy and about the countries 
than the variants of a demonic image that have become orthodoxy in 
Western strategic discussions. 

It is now possible to return to the theme with which this study 
began: the claim by Western commentators and politicians that 
Soviet policy in the Arc of Crisis has constituted a violation of 
detente, and is a prime cause, even the prime cause, of what can be 
termed the New Cold War. It should be apparent that e xamina tion 
of the evidence cannot sustain this charge, let alone the belief held 
by Reagan that Moscow is primarily responsible for the upheavals in 
the area. To show this is not, however, sufficient: some alternative 
fines of policy emerge from this analysis and will be summarized in 
these concluding remarks. 

The central Western charge is that the Soviet Union has violated 
certain ‘rules’ of international conduct, or of detente, by its actions 
in the Arc. The questions then arise of (a) what these rules are, and 
(b) whether the U.S.S.R. has violated them. The Russians would 
naturally add question (c), whether the United States has violated 
them. So far as the public record goes, there is no formal negotiated 
agreement on South-west Asia comparable with other U.S.-Soviet 
accords, such as SALT-I, or the Helsinki agreement of 1975 on 
Europe. Nor could there be: great-power policy in an area of 
sovereign states cannot be subject to the same stipulations as arms 
policy, or activity in a Europe which has been divided into two clear 
spheres since 1945. But both Soviet and American commentators 
suggest that there were, in the early 1970s, some mutual under¬ 
standings on their policies in the Third World, which both now feel 
the others have broken. The Americans cite Soviet policy in 
Ethiopia, South Yemen and Afghanistan. The Russians cite Amer¬ 
ica’s policy on the Arab-Israeli dispute and the build-up in the Gulf. 
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Both would therefore seem to accept the principle of some code of 
conduct. Each charges the other with violations of that code. 

Three problems emerge, however, from this superficial symmetry 
of views. First, as already indicated, no comprehensive code of 
conduct is possible on the European model in an area like South¬ 
west Asia. Such an agreement presupposes a political stability and a 
degree of control over local states that cannot exist: indeed the local 
states would resist any such control were the Russians and the 
1 Americans to try to impose it. If the conception of ‘rules’ prop¬ 
ounded is one which denies the possibility of local interstate con- 
flicts and of social upheavals in the Arc, then it cannot work. 

: Secondly, the implications of the U. S. indictment of the Russians is 

that the latter have violated the rules by coming to the aid of their 
' allies, or by building new alliances with states that have undergone 
I political change: such are the charges on Ethiopia and Afghanistan. 
I. But this is a rule which Western critics would prefer not to apply to 
> American policy. If they did, it would preclude Washington from 
taking advantage of Egypt’s drift to the West, or of projecting its 
forces into the Gulf from 1979 onwards. The concept of ‘rules’ being 
l advanced would freeze the situation in a form most advantageous to 
the United States. This leads to the third and most fundamental 
problem: while both Americans and Russians endorse the call for 
‘rules’, their fists of‘rules’ only partly coincide. This is perhaps to be 
; expected, given the asymmetrical interests of the two countries; but 

it has to be taken into account by both sides. No code of conduct 
I which precludes social and political change in Third World coun- 
! tries will be acceptable to the Russians (Appendix I gives Brezhnev’s 

i views on this issue). 1 

Within the limits of realism and of the recognized and permanent 
rivalry of the two social systems, there are certain policy guidelines 
upon which an alternative Western approach to this area could be 
based. It would be one that was both more likely to find common 
ground with the Russians, and also would ensure that those miscal¬ 
culations which have underlain Western policy in recent years do 
not recur: 

(1) There must be a recognition of the internal causes of social 
and political change in the Third World, and a rejection of the 
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simplistic attribution of all change to Soviet manipulation. This 
shift in perception of what causes change should go together with 
some greater recognition of the degree to which Soviet advantages in 
some countries have, in recent years, been offset by reductions of 
influence in others. 

(2) The United States must eschew the notion that it can re¬ 
establish control over the politics of the Arc countries. Apart from 
the questions of ethics, there is every reason to doubt the practica¬ 
bility of such a goal: the lesson of Iran is not the hard-line revisionist 
view that more should have been done, but rather that an exagger¬ 
ated view of the United States’ ability to control the policies of a 
Third World state will inevitably generate trouble in the future. 
Moreover, the call for a return to the strategies of the early 1950s 
rests upon a basic failure to recognize how radically economic and 
political conditions in the Middle East have been permanently 
altered. 

(3) There must be some recognition of how Western policies have 
contributed to upheavals in the Third World, and of how current 
Western policies in other areas, such as southern Africa, may be 
laying the groundwork for new strategic crises in the future. The 
note of innocence struck on Angola, Afghanistan or Ethiopia is 
simply not sustainable: nor will it be when the inevitable explosions 
in South Africa occur. If there is an almost universal tendency on the 
part of Soviet and Third World commentators to overstate the 
degree of U.S. responsibility for events in the Arc and similar 
regions, there is a converse tendency for U.S. commentators to 
understate or overlook this factor. 

(4) There has to be a reduced and more sober approach to what 
‘rules’ are possible and which ones are impossible. Any accusations 
of ‘rule-breaking’ by one side against the other have to be matched 
by a willingness of those invoking that rule to respect it themselves. 
At times a note of rather shrill rivalry comes into the discussion on 
‘rules’ without much consideration of how consistent such charges 
may be, or how practical the ‘rules’ so involved may be. 

(5) Once a degree of realism and balance has been introduced, it is 
possible to work within such a framework for substantive mutual 
agreements on a wide range of issues. The Russians and Americans 


I have found common ground on other fronts, and there is no reason 

why, within the limits outlined, such common ground could not be 
found in the Arc itself. This involves a willingness to negotiate on 
issues in dispute and a greater degree of collaboration in tackling the 
problems of the region: the Gulf, the Arab-Israeli dispute, the Horn 
of Africa and Afghanistan are all areas where such negotiation is 
possible. Initiatives in these areas would be possible in combination 
with local states that maintain good relations with both major 
powers. Kenya has close ties with the West, but also enjoys good 
relations with Ethiopia and could assist in negotiations on the Horn. 
India favours negotiation on Afghanistan, as do a number of 
Western European countries. India also favours demilitarization of 
; the Gulf and of the Indian Ocean. Quite a number of Arab states 
favour involving the Soviet Union in negotiations on the Arab- 
Israeli question, among them such pro-Western states as Kuwait 
and Jordan. 

The lesson of this study can therefore be summarized as follows: 
the events of the Arc of Crisis cannot be reduced to a simple picture 
of Soviet trouble-making, and Soviet policy is one that permits 
substantial negotiation between East and West on issues of concern 
in the region. A straightforward adversary policy is not justi¬ 
fied by the facts, and fails to realize the potential for reducing 
tension that exists. If this is a picture of the Arc more complex than 
that offered by the ‘Soviet threat’ proposition, it does, I would 
argue, bear some closer resemblance to the truth. And it should, in 
the longer run, be a better guide to preserving the peace of the world 
and guaranteeing the interests of the peoples of the region itself. 
















Appendix I 

The Soviet View of the ‘Code of Conduct’* 


Speaking in the Kremlin on 27 April, Leonid Brezhnev, General 
Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union and President of the Presidium of the U.S.S.R. 
Supreme Soviet, outlined a ‘code of conduct’ in relation to young 
states, which, he said, the U.S.S.R. was always prepared to observe 
and which it recommended to the U.S.A. and other states. 

‘The present American administration, which is apt to see in all 
the events taking place in the world the “hand of Moscow”, 
repeatedly launches appeals to the U.S.S.R. and its allies to agree on 
the observance of some “code of rules or conduct” in relations with 
the young states of Africa, Asia and Latin America,’ said Leonid 
Brezhnev. ‘It is alleged that the world will be a calmer place in that 
eventuality. 

‘What can one say to this? 

‘If what is meant is certain “rules” which would perpetuate 
im perialist brigandage, diktat with regard to the states mentioned, 
the establishment of certain “spheres of influence”, etc., then, of 
course, we shall never agree to that. It runs counter to the principles 
of our policy. 

‘At the same time the U.S.S.R. has always been and is in favour of 
strict and complete observance of the principle of equality and the 
generally recognized standards of international law in relations 
among all states, such standards as, for instance, those that are 
embodied in the United Nations Charter, in the Helsinki Final Act 
or, say, in the well-known agreements of the 1970s between the 
U.S.S.R. and the U.S.A., agreements which are, deplorably, now 
being flouted by the U.S. authorities. 

‘We believe that the application of these standards to relations 

* Source: Soviet News, 28 April 1981, published by the Soviet Embassy 
in London. 




Appendix I 131 

with the young states of the three continents, in the present 
situation, means roughly the following: 

Recognition of the right of each people to decide its domestic 
affairs without outside interference; renunciation of attempts to 
establish any forms of domination or hegemony over them or to 
include them in the “sphere of interest” of any power. 

Strict respect for the territorial integrity of those countries: 
inviolability of their frontiers. No outside support for any separ¬ 
atist movements aimed at partitioning those countries. 

Unconditional recognition of the right of each African, Asian 
and Latin American state to play an equal part in international life 
and to develop relations with any countries. 

Complete and unconditional recognition of the sovereignty of 
those states over their natural resources and also de facto recogni¬ 
tion of their complete equality in international economic rela¬ 
tions, support for their efforts aimed at eliminating the vestiges of 
colonialism and at eradicating racism and apartheid in accordance 
with the well-known decisions of the United Nations. 

Respect for the status of non-alignment chosen by the majority 
of African, Asian and Latin American states. Renunciation of 
attempts to draw them into the military-political blocs of big 
powers. 

‘Such is the “code of conduct” that we recognize and are always 
prepared to observe. And we recommend this to the United States, 
other permanent members of the United Nations Security Council 
and, naturally, other states. Then the world will really become more 
tranquil and the peoples will be able to be more confident about the 
future,’ Leonid Brezhnev continued. 
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The Persian Gulf: Soviet Proposals* 


Excerpts from speech by Leonid Brezhnev 
before the Indian Parliament on io December 1980. 


The situation in Asia now is, unfortunately, disquieting. 

The situation in the Middle East, where attempts are being made 
to im pose upon Arab countries capitulatory deals and to make them 
resign themselves to the flouting of their fundamental national 
interests, is still explosive. 

Tension persists in South-east Asia, where the forces of imperial¬ 
ism and their accomplices are conducting a policy of setting South- 
east Asian states against each other and are preventing in every way 
the establishment of relations of good-neighbourliness between 
them. 

The Iraqi-Iranian conflict, tragic in its senselessness, is con¬ 
tinuing. This is a patent example of how dangerous it is for countries 
which are not yet strong enough to find themselves in millstones of 
imperialist policy. 

Who gains from this war? Certainly neither Iraq nor Iran. They 
will get only a ravaged economy and large losses of manpower. Yet it 
is already clear that somebody has gained from the war. Foreign 
militar y penetration of the Middle and Near East is intensively 
under way, in full view of the whole world. The unity of the Arab 
world is being shaken, to the joy of the enemies of the Arab peoples. 
There are also calculations to weaken the anti-imperialist direction 
of the policy of both Iran and Iraq. And for all that, the two 
neighbouring peoples are paying with their blood. 

This is why the U.S.S.R. resolutely stands for a peaceful settle¬ 
ment of the conflict. We denounce any attempts to have it pro- 

* Source: Soviet News. 16 December 1980. 
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traded, to pour oil on the flames of war one way or another. As we 
understand, India’s position is similar to ours. 

The opponents of the normalization of the international climate 
and initiators of the arms race now not infrequently refer in justifica¬ 
tion of their actions to the situation in Afghanistan. But by doing so, 
if one thinks this over, they are taking a very peculiar stand. 

They raise a world-wide hullabaloo about a ‘Soviet threat’, either 
to Pakistan or to Persian Gulf countries, or God knows whom, 
although they are well aware that no such threat exists whatsoever. 

They stridently demand the cessation of Soviet military aid to 
Afghanistan, while, in fact, doing everything to hinder this. They 
are seeking to preserve tension and prevent the normalization of the 
situation. They continue to send armed gangs into Afghanistan and 
fear like death an understanding between Afghanistan and its 
neighbours, especially Pakistan. 

In a word, the stand of these gentlemen is, to put it mildly, 
insincere. 

Deception, however, will not get one very far. Life in Afghanis¬ 
tan is gradually becoming and will continue to become increasingly 
more normal and peaceful, and the fog of misinformation will 
gradually disperse. And then, one can assume, Afghanistan’s south¬ 
ern neighbours will realize that a good-neighbourly accord with the 
Af ghan government is the only real path. As a result, conditions will 
emerge for a complete political normalization of the situation, 
including the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan. 

Let me assure you, esteemed Members of Parliament, that the 
Soviet Union is precisely for such a development of events (and we 
fully support the reasonable proposals on this score made by the 
government of Afghanistan). 

The region of the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean is becoming 
an increasingly dangerous centre of international tension. On the 
invented pretext of the protection of their ‘vital interests’, powers 
situated many thousands of kilometres away from the region have 
concentrated a military armada there and are intensively building 
up armaments, expanding the network of their military bases, and 
subjecting to pressure and threats the small countries which do not 
follow in their wake. 
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Attempts are being made to justify such actions by talk of the 
‘Soviet threat’ to this region’s oil wealth. It goes without saying that 
this is a sheer fabrication, and its authors are well aware of that. The 
U.S.S.R. does not intend to encroach either on Middle East oil or its 
supply route. 

It is certainly not all the same to us what is taking place in an area 
so close to our frontiers. We want a normal, calm situation to be 
created there. We advocate the doctrine of peace and security, 
which offsets the imperialist doctrine of aggression and diktat 
against the Persian Gulf countries. 

These are not mere words. This is our real policy. We propose to 
the United States, other Western powers, China, Japan and all 
states which show interest in this, to agree on the following mutual 
obligations: 

- not to establish foreign military bases in the area of the 
Persian Gulf and adjacent islands, and not to deploy nuclear or 
any other weapons of mass destruction there; 

- not to use and not to threaten the use of force against the 
countries of the Persian Gulf area, and not to interfere in their 
internal affairs; 

- to respect the non-aligned status chosen by Persian Gulf 
states, and not to draw them into military groupings with the 
participation of nuclear powers; 

- to respect the sovereign right of the states of the region to 
their natural resources; 

- not to raise any obstacles or threats to normal trade exchange 
and the use of sea lanes linking the states of the region with other 
countries of the world. 

We believe that such an accord, with the states of the region 
themselves, naturally, because fully-fledged parties to it, would meet 
their vital interests. It would be a reliable guarantee ensuring their 
sovereign rights and security. 

Let me express the hope that this proposal will meet with 
understanding and support on the part of peace-loving India. 

The Soviet Union is a staunch champion of the idea that the 
Indian Ocean can be turned into a zone of peace. We are ready to 
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; work actively together with other interested states in this direction, 

j. We believe that the Indian Ocean has been and remains the sphere 

of vital interests of the states located on its shores, but not of any 
? other states. 

We are also ready to welcome any other initiatives which would 
lead to the relaxation of tension, which would be prompted by 
concern for the strengthening of peace in Asia or any other conti- 
j: nent. 
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CHAPTER 5 
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Helms, former C.I.A. Director and Ambassador to Iran, in Time, 18 
December 1978. For Robert Moss, see ‘Who’s Meddling in Iran?’, Washing¬ 
ton Post, 12 November 1978. 
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over the hostages. This was, as I have explained elsewhere, an ‘Anti- 
Imperialism of Fools’ ( The Nation, 21 March 1981). One key psychological 
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revolution. For an informative liberal overview of U.S.-Iranian relations, 
see Barry Rubin, Paved with Good Intentions. 
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Marxist’ — John Connally in The New York Times, 21 February 1980. A 
similar line of argument can be found in the words of Senator Percy, who 
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Coup’, Washington Post, 13 May 1979. 
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(p. 120). 
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(Moscow: Novosti Press Agency, April 1980); and in Victor Sidenko, ‘Two 
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emphasis.) 
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the correspondent of the Arab newspaper Al Sharq Al Awsat in which he 
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Times, 6 January 1980). 

12. On how the Soviet moves went awry, see Chapter 3, note 23. 

13. For Kissinger and Economist allegations, see note 1 above; similar 
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Donald Zagoria, ‘Into the Breach: New Soviet Alliances in the Third 
World’, Foreign Affairs (Spring 1979), who cites the June 1978 events in 
South Yemen as part of the record of ‘irresponsible Soviet conduct in the 
Third World’. 

14. A detailed account of the background to events in both North and 
South Yemen is given by David Hirst in the Guardian, 29-31 August 1978. 
See also my ‘Yemen’s Unfinished Revolution: Socialism in the South’, 
ME RIP Reports Si (October 1979). 

15. An attempt to reconcile the events of April 1980 with the earlier ‘Arc 
of Crisis’ thesis can be found in Amos Perlmutter, ‘The Yemen Strategy’, 
New Republic, 5 and 12 July 1980. Perlmutter’s story is, however, wide of 
the mark: it leaves out of account the fact that the Soviet Ambassador in 
Aden tried for three days prior to Abdul Fatah Ismail’s ousting to convince 
Politburo’s members he should stay, and it omits the central part played in 
Abdul Fatah’s downfall by the failure of the Russians to provide adequate 
economic assistance to South Yemen. It is another case of the covert 
deductivism of so much writing on this area - pretending to discern some 
wider and ever-advancing Soviet ‘strategy’ behind a pattern of events. Yet 
the events are themselves misread in order to ‘prove’ the theory that had 
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Meier, 1978). See also Fred Halliday and Maxine Molyneux, Revolution in 
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formed, discussion of the origins of the military regime, see ‘The P.M.A.C.: 
Origins and Structure’ by Pliny the Middle-Aged in Ethiopianist Notes 2, 3 
(1978) (Part I) and Northeast African Studies 1,1 (1979) (Part II). 

17. Amnesty International, Human Rights Violations in Ethiopia (London: 
A.I., 1977). 

18. For details of Soviet-Ethiopian divergences, see Washington Post, 17 
March 1979; a reading of the Soviet press in the period between the outbreak 
of the revolution in February 1974 and the consolidation of the Moscow- 
Addis Ababa alliance in 1977 shows the Russians giving voice to consider¬ 
able doubts about the direction events were taking. Thus we find the veteran 
correspondent Valentin Korovikov writing in Pravda in May 1976 on the 
difficulties which the socialist transformation of Ethiopia will encounter: 
‘This will be neither swift nor easy. About 90 per cent of the population lives 
in the villages. The great majority of the people are illiterate. The country’s 
per capita income is very low, and religious prejudices are still strong. All 
this demands a more careful and realistic appraisal of the situation by the 
authorities . . .’ Pravda, 16 May 1976, as translated in Current Digest of the 
Soviet Press, vol. 28, no. 20, p. 20. 

19. On Soviet-Ethiopian divergences and Ethiopia’s cautious op ening to 
the West, see the Guardian, 31 March 1981. 


CHAPTER 6 



1. Ethiopia and the Horn of Africa, hearings before the Subcommittee on 
African Affairs of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Washington, 
1976, p. 36. 

2. The C.I.A.’s role in the 1953 coup in Iran has been documented in a 
variety of places; the most extensive, if not always most reliable, account is 
that of the main C.I.A. organizer of the operation, Kim Roosevelt, in 
Counter-Coup (New York, 1980). 

3. The U.S. role in training SAVAK is discussed by former C.I.A. 
analyst Jesse Leaf in International Herald Tribune, 8 January 1979, and in 
Carl Kaplan and Fred Halliday, ‘The SAVAK-C.I.A. Connection’, Na¬ 
tion, 1 March 1980. 

4. Kissinger’s refusal to discuss the Somali offer is revealed by James 
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Akins, former U.S. Ambassador to Saudi Arabia, in Multinational Corpora¬ 
tions and U.S. Foreign Policy , U.S. Senate Subcommittee on Multinational 
Corporations, Part 14, Washington, 1976, pp. 43-434. 

5. Author’s interview with State Department Horn of Africa desk, May 
1979. On Cahill, see Newsweek, 26 September 1977; and Jim Paul in 
MERIP Reports 62 (November, 1977), ‘Kevin Cahill: a Medical Mac- 
chiavelli’, who describes the doctor as follows: ‘He is an experienced 
professional in the world of politics and diplomacy and has devoted his entire 
career to using medicine as an opening wedge for high-level political action. ’ 
I have analysed U.S. policy in the Horn up to mid 1978 in‘U.S. Policy in the 
Horn of Africa: Aboulia or Proxy Intervention?’, Review of African Political 
Economy 10 (September-December 1978). 

6. On C.I.A. arms supplies to Somalia, see Seven Days, 19 March 1978. 
Some of the strongest criticism of the U.S. mistakes in the Horn has come 
from Israel, which retains a permanent interest in supporting an anti-Arab 
Ethiopia. See Nimrod Novik, On the Shores of Bab Al-Mandab: Soviet 
Diplomacy and Regional Dynamics (Philadelphia: Foreign Policy Research 
Institute, 1979), p. 59. 

7. Author’s interview with Cuban Foreign Ministry officials, Havana, 
March, 1981. 

8. Proposed Aircraft Sales to Israel, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia, hearings 
before the Committee on International Relations, House of Representatives, 
Washington, 1978, pp. 35,69. This evaluation was challenged by Rep. Paul 
Findley, a U.S. Congressman who has twice visited South Yemen, ibid., p. 
61. 

9. For typical examples of such militaristic bit-chafing, see Arnaud de 
Borchgrave, ‘Oman: In Dire Straits’, Newsweek, 24 September 1979, and 
Captain Richard Stewart, U.S. Marine Corps, ‘Oman: The Next Crisis?’, 
Proceedings, April 1980, who writes: ‘If the United States draws a line against 
Soviet-controlled expansion in that area, as Sultan Qaboos urges and the 
United States seems willing to do now, it is possible that U.S. forces could be 
defending that line in the rugged frontier region of Southern Oman.’ This 
was wishful thinking. 

10. The biggest group among the new specialists comprises military and 
internal security experts. ‘They’re crew-cut types who report to the em¬ 
bassy’s defense section,’ an embassy source said. International Herald 
Tribune, 15 December 1978. 

11. As of the end of 1980 it remained doubtful how successful that policy 
was being, especially given divergences over (a) Afghanistan; (b) the price at 
which the Russians would buy Iranian gas; and (c) the role of the pro-Soviet 
Tudeh Party in Iran. See ‘Russia not getting far in courtship of Iran: 
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Viewed by many as “Lesser Satan” ’, International Herald Tribune, 21-22 
June 1980. 

12. Pakistani bases, used for military purposes by Afghan rebels, were 
reported at the following points along the border area: Chitral, Miramshah, 
Parachinar, Warsak, Spinwan, Zhob. It would appear that this form of 
Pakistani assistance decreased after the Soviet intervention, but that Egyp¬ 
tian and Western aid rose. 

13. Chinese instructors were first detected in Pakistan assisting the 
Afghans when U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency personnel encountered 
people whom they at first thought were Hong Kong heroin smugglers; see 
Peter Niesewand in McLean’s magazine (Toronto) 30 April 1979. U.S. 
military supplies to the rebels were first confirmed in February 1980, and 
seem to have consisted of supplies of Russian equipment, of a kind matching 
that which the rebels were themselves capturing. Such supplies could have 
come from Egypt, which had previously been armed by the Russians, or 
from Israel, which captured a lot of Egyptian arms in 1967. As of mid 1980 
the level of U.S. supplies did not appear to be very high. A much more 
concerted U.S. policy was the disinformation campaign waged from its 
embassies in Kabul and Delhi and upon which much of the world’s press 
relied, so that levels of Soviet casualties were grossly exaggerated. For 
illuminating accounts of how U.S. officials rigged the news on Afghanistan 
see Philip Jacobsen in the Sunday Times, 10 February 1980, and 27 July 
1980. 

14. The remark of one senior British Foreign Office official is, in this 
context, quite revealing. Speaking of Western response to the Soviet 
intervention he said: ‘We discovered Afghanistan only after the Russians 
went in.’ The deputy chief of the mission at the U.S. Embassy in Kabul in 
the period 1951-3 later wrote: ‘During those two years, at least, the State 
Department showed absolutely no interest in Af ghanistan or its possible 
pivotal role in East-West relations. I forwarded a number of reports to 
Washington raising some questions, but there was no response.’ (John E. 
Horner, Economist, 2 August 1980.) See also Leon Poullada, ‘A fghanistan 
and the United States: ‘The Crucial Years’, Middle East Journal (Spring 
1981). According to Poullada, U.S. policy in this period was in the hands 
of two anti-communist hard-liners: Ambassador Ward, who had been a 
prisoner of the Chinese communists and who had a. personal dislike for 
President Daud, and a swashbuckling C.I.A. station chief who spent his time 
dreaming up ‘destabilization’ plans with dissident members of the royal 
family. 
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chapter 7 

1. Professor John Erickson, ‘Some Notes on the Soviet Score’, Memor¬ 
andum presented to the Foreign Affairs Committee, House of Commons, 
London, 19 March 1980. Erickson, the leading British authority on the 
Soviet military, identifies the rise of what he terms a ‘globalist approach’ to 
foreign policy, marked by an ‘emphasis on access and influence rather than 
occupation and control’ (pp. 35-6). 

2. Independent information on the Soviet base facilities in Aden is not 
available but the main function seems to have been to act as a point through 
which Soviet crews (flown by Aeroflot to South Yemen) could replace 
personnel serving in the Indian Ocean and thereby avoid the need for the 
ships to make the long journey to home ports in the Black Sea or Far East. 
The majority of Soviet personnel are training South Yemenis in the use of 
new equipment, much of it, such as the SAM missile barrier around Aden, a 
direct response to U.S. arms sales to Saudi Arabia. Reports of a new Soviet 
base on the island of Socotra, owned by South Yemen, have not been 
substantiated: indeed both U.S. State Department officials and British 
Foreign Office interviewed on this subject in early 1981 doubted the truth of 
these reports. ‘Anyone who thinks the Russians could have a base on Socotra 
has never looked at the Red Sea Pilot,' remarked the British official, in an 
allusion to the monsoon storms, shoals and lack of natural harbour condi¬ 
tions around the island. 

3. In the words of the Soviet dissident Roy Medvedev: ‘I have had 
conversations with several experts and observers who have told me that if the 
American Senate had been going to ratify SALT-II, if Western Europe had 
refused to take NATO cruise missiles as the U.S.S.R. requested and if the 
Soviet-Chinese talks had gone successfully, then the Soviet government 
would have found it very difficult to make the decision to go into Afghanis¬ 
tan’ - New Left Review 121 (May-June 1980), p. 94. 

4. Article 72 of the 1977 Soviet Constitution states: ‘Each Union Repub¬ 
lic shall retain the right freely to secede from the U.S.S.R.’ 

5. In both the Iraqi and Ethiopian cases, there remained divergences . 
between the Russians and their local allies. In the former case, the R ussian s., 
who had previously given sympathy to the Kurds, were restrictive in their 
arms supply policy, and were later openly criticized by the Iraqis for this. In 
the case of Eritrea, the Russians continued to call for a ‘political solution’ in 
Eritrea and held some discussions in Moscow with leaders of one guerrilla 
group, the Eritrean Liberation Front. While these Soviet reservations were 
resented by, respectively, Baghdad and Addis Ababa, the balance of Soviet 
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policy, and of Soviet material support, was definitely in favour of these 
governments. 

6. Selig Harrison, In Afghanistan's Shadow: Baluch Nationalism and 
Soviet Temptations (New York, 1981), Chapter 7. 

7. Karen Dawisha, op. cit., p. 13. 

8. It would appear that a civilian faction of the Pakistani government, 
represented by Foreign Minister Agha Shahi, has favoured negotiating with 
Kabul, but that the military, eager for increased support from Washington, 
have opposed this. The obvious inducement which the Afghan government 
could offer is recognition of the 1893 frontier between the two states, which 
Kabul has till now rejected. 

9. Sunday Times, 2 March 1980. For useful background, see Shahram 
Chubin, Soviet Policy Towards Iran and the Gulf (London: International 
Institute for Strategic Studies, 1980). Chubin’s overall framework is a 
conventional enough one, with periodic references to Soviet ‘bullying’: but 
the evidence he adduces points to different conclusions. He stresses both the 
caution of Soviet policy and the primacy of local political forces. 



CONCLUSION 

I; ‘The principle of peaceful coexistence between states with different 
social systems, as is well known, has nothing in common with class peace 
between the exploiters and the exploited, the colonialists and the victims of 
colonial oppression, or between the oppressors and the oppressed’ - Mikhail 
Suslov, Soviet Communist Party theoretician in Kommunist, 21 July 1975, as 
quoted in Stephen Kaplan, Diplomacy of Power, (Washington, D.C.: Brook¬ 
ings Institution, 1981), p. 195. 
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High and popular culture; family, class and race relations; 
sexual attitudes and material conditions; science and tech¬ 
nology - the main social developments in these areas are 
explored within a clear chronological framework. Special 
attention is given to the upheavals of the sixties and the 
advent of, among other things, commercial television, pop 
culture and the Abortion Act. Finally, Arthur Marwick 
discusses whether ‘stability’ and ‘consensus’ really are integ¬ 
ral - and fruitful - features of life in Britain today. 






Also published in Pelicans 


Also published in Penguins 


THE GLOBAL 2000 REPORT 
TO THE PRESIDENT 

‘If present trends continue, the world in 2000 will be more 
crowded, more polluted, less stable ecologically and more 
vulnerable to disruption.’ 

Commissioned by President Carter, this is one of the most 
explosive and important documents to have been produced 
in the twentieth century. In it the world experts on the 
Council on Environmental Quality and the Department of 
State reveal the stark options open to us. The struggle to 
sustain a decent life for human beings on our planet will be 
enormous - yet, as they conclude, ‘there is reason for hope’. 

‘It may well be the most detailed and authoritative review of 
the planet problems ever prepared’ - Christian Science 
Monitor 

WILL THE SOVIET UNION 
SURVIVE UNTIL 1984? 

Andrei Amalrik 


THE POLISH AUGUST 

Neal Ascherson 

What has happened in Poland? 

Poland has erupted four times in the last twenty-five years, 
but only the events of 1980 have had comprehensive media 
coverage. As a result, many questions have been raised in the 
minds of Western observers. How were such changes poss¬ 
ible? What forces lay behind them? In what way did the 
workers’ strike relate to the demands for political democ¬ 
racy? 

Although a colourful and vivid eye-witness account of the 
1980 upheavals, it is to these questions that Neal Ascherson’s 
brilliant and thoughtful analysis mainly addresses itself. 
Viewing the situation in perspective, he argues that the 
Polish working class has brought about a controlled revolu¬ 
tion, but is not intent on taking power for itself: the real heirs 
to the gains of 1980 and 1981 are likely to be the intelligentsia, 
in or out of the Communist Party. It is this social and political 
ferment that poses fundamental questions about the future of 
the whole Soviet system in Eastern Europe. 


First published in 1970, Amalrik’s essay was hailed by the 
Guardian as ‘a brave unique voice from the Soviet Union 
coolly and pessimistically explaining the reality of that 
society and (a little less coolly) outlining his vision of the 
apocalypse to come, with the rise of China and the revival of 
nationalism among the non-Russian Soviet peoples’; while 
the Sunday Times called it ‘literally the first piece of serious 
political analysis, based on experience, observation and un- 
dogmatic deduction to have emerged from Russia for fifty 
years’. 

In 1976 Amalrik left the Soviet Union. His original essay is 
reprinted here, as immediate and pertinent as ever, accom¬ 
panied by a selection of Amalrik’s major recent statements, 
written both in the Soviet Union and in exile. 



THE BOOK OF LECH WALESA 

With an introduction by Neal Ascherson 

‘Fighting without violence, but through love, solidarity and 
co-operation’ 

During August 1980 and the crucial strike in Gdansk, Lech 
Walesa was born as a great Polish leader. He has since won 
the respect and allegiance of millions of people - as a defen¬ 
der of human and civil rights, as a propagator of national 
moral and political revival. 

Written by his friends in Solidarity, followers and critics, this 
book affirms Walesa as more than the myth that the media 
have created. And out of these interviews, analyses and 
eye-witness accounts there emerges a dynamic portrait of the 
man who, in his ‘inspired stubbornness’ has become an 
international symbol of hope. 





Also published in Penguins 


ISRAEL AND THE ARABS 

SECOND EDITION 

Maxime Rodinson 

Twice in the last two decades the Middle East has exploded 
into war. Perhaps it is not surprising, if you consider the 
mutually repellent elements packed into the area: Zionism, 
Islam; socialism, reaction; dictatorship, democracy; not to 
mention the ambitions of Russia and America. Essentially 
though, Professor Rodinson believes that the conflict must be 
seen in somewhat simpler terms, as rooted in ‘the struggle of 
an indigenous population against the occupation of part of its 
normal territory by foreigners. ’ 

This new edition of his invaluable and challenging study, 
Israel and the Arabs traces the course of Zionism and ex¬ 
amines the changing ambitions and interrelations of the Arab 
nations. It is the informed analysis, says the Listener, ‘of a 
distinguished French Orientalist and Marxist (who left the 
Communist Party in 1958), with an unrivalled knowledge and 
understanding of the two sides in the present conflict.’ 

THE ARABS 
Peter Mansfield 

The Arabs, which draws upon Peter Mansfield’s many years’ 
experience as historian and journalist in the Middle East, is a 
concise and authoritative general introduction - social, poli¬ 
tical and historical - to the modern Arab world. 

‘Masterly in its order and clarity’ - Jan Morris in the Specta¬ 
tor 

‘Should be studied by anyone who wants to know about the 
Arab world and how the Arabs have become what they are 
today’ - Steven Runciman in the Sunday Times (London) 


Also published in Penguins 


WHITE MAN, WE WANT TO 
TALK TO YOU 

Denis Herbstein 

The eruption of the Johannesburg townships in 1976 left 500 
dead and 4,000 more in detention, facing charges of public 
violence and riotous assembly. 

The most direct challenge white rule in South Africa has yet 
experienced, the Soweto uprising marked the emergence of a 
generation of black students that has assimilated the new 
confidence inspired by the philosophy of Black Conscious¬ 
ness. The enforced use of Afrikaans as a medium of school 
instruction was for them a challenge to be met, initially by 
peaceful protest, but, in the face of vicious reaction from the 
white authorities, in a fury of retribution. 

Denis Herbstein was reporting in South Africa at the time of 
Soweto and offers a first-hand, factual record of events in the 
townships, police stations, courts and in parliament. 

ENDLESS PRESSURE 
Ken Pryce 

Endless Pressure is a first-hand account of West Indian 
lifestyles in a provincial British city. Ken Pryce, himself a 
West Indian, is a sociologist who spent four years living and 
working with the immigrant community in Bristol. His study 
achieves what many theoretical, statistical and academic 
abstractions fail to do: it is a unique account of the real-life 
struggle of West Indians in Britain. Most of the subjects of 
the book came to Britain in pursuit of the colonial dream — 
only to find themselves relegated to the status of a cheap 
labour force, ‘shit workers’ in the contemporary British 
economy, subject to racism, discrimination and endless 
pressure throughout their working lives. 








Also published in Penguins 


THE FIRE NEXT TIME 
James Baldwin 

‘God gave Noah the rainbow sign, 

No more water, the fire next time’ 

Since it was first published this famous study of the Black 
Problem in America has become a classic. Powerful, haunt¬ 
ing and prophetic, it sounds a clarion warning to the white 
man. 

‘Mr Baldwin writes with great passion and bitterness ... Of 
course, his essay is intensely personal . . . but it reeks of 
truth, as the ghettos of New York and London, Chicago and 
Manchester reek of our hypocrisy. If it remains surprising 
that it should be his book that focuses public attention, rather 
than any other treatment of the Negro Problem, it doesn’t 
ultimately matter. Some book was going to do it some day, 
and we must hope that now isn’t too late’ - Sunday Times 

THE AUTOBIOGRAPHY OF MALCOLM X 

From hustling, drug addiction and armed violence in 
America’s Negro ghettos Malcolm X turned, in a dramatic 
prison conversion, to the puritanical fervour of the ‘Black 
Muslims’. As their spokesman he became identified in the 
white press as a terrifying preacher of race hatred; but to his 
direct audience, the oppressed American Negro, he brought 
hope and self-respect. 

This autobiography reveals his quick-witted integrity, usually 
obscured by batteries of frenzied headlines, and the fierce 
idealism which led him to reject both liberal hypocrisies and 
black racialism and to suffer a martyr’s death. 

‘This extraordinary autobiography is a brilliant, painful, 
important book’ - New York Times 


A Choice of Pelicans 


THE POLITICS OF SECRECY 
James Michael 

Should British government remain a state secret? 

From evacuation plans in the event of nuclear disaster to 
meat plant inspection reports, too much information that 
should be available to us all is kept secret, or leaked un¬ 
officially at the risk of prosecution. Britain’s government, in 
contrast to that of other Western countries like the United 
States and Sweden, is run like a private industry. 

Here James Michael looks at the key factors, from the nature 
of parliamentary procedure to the Official Secrets Act and 
the role of the press, and takes us through the pros and cons 
of open government. Illustrating his debate with recent 
examples, including the ABC trial, the Crossman diaries and 
the thalidomide case, he gives a stimulating analysis of the 
causes - and possible cures - of the unhealthy level of gov¬ 
ernment secrecy in Britain today. 

WHO’S WATCHING YOU? 

Crispin Aubrey 

A probing account of the British security system. 

The security services, invisible, unaccountable, surrounded 
by a mystique of dark glasses and turned-up collars, have 
grown steadily in size; so too has their expenditure on the 
most sophisticated techniques of mass surveillance. 

Their net falls on trade unionists, students, anti-nuclear 
protesters, Welsh Nationalists, investigative journalists and a 
host of possible ‘subversives’; Crispin Aubrey stumbled into 
this web one dark and rainy night in 1977, was arrested by the 
Special Branch and charged under the Official Secrets Act. 
His subsequent trial, the ‘ABC trial’, attained a legal sig¬ 
nificance and had political repercussions far beyond the facts 
of the case. 







Also by Fred Halliday in Pelicans 


IRAN: DICTATORSHIP 
AND DEVELOPMENT 

Bringing together social, political and economic factors, Fred 
Halliday provides the layman with a rigorous and informative 
analysis of this harsh and divided country; and in the specially 
written afterward for this revised Second Edition he discusses 
the overthrow of the Shah and the implications of the new 
regime. 

‘Remarkable ... a carefully written, well-researched and 
deeply serious account of modern Iran’ - Spectator 

ARABIA WITHOUT SULTANS 

Fred Halliday writes: ‘Where old myths have broken down 
new ones have absorbed them or taken their place. Now the 
Sheikh of Araby has stepped down from his camel. Instead 
through the delusive lens of the “energy crisis” he is seen to 
be riding a Cadillac and squeezing the powerless western 
consumer of oil. 

‘This mythology prevents any serious understanding of the 
real processes of Arabia’s recent history and of the changes 
that have overcome it - the subjugation of the area to im¬ 
perialism and the emergence of a revolutionary resistance to 
this domination. By concentrating on these two develop¬ 
ments Arabia Without Sultans hopes to provide the basic 
material for a demystification of the peninsula and for an 
informal and active solidarity with the peoples that live 
there.’ 




